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Abstract
CRISIS MANAGEMENT PLAN CHARACTERISTICS IN ELEMENTARY
SCHOOLS AS PERCEIVED BY NEBRASKA
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS
Linda K. Christensen, Ed.D.
University o f Nebraska, 2001
Advisor: Dr. Laura Schulte
The purpose of this study was to investigate the importance o f crisis
management plans and their elements as perceived by Nebraska elementary school
principals. Data were collected by using a survey instrument sent to a stratified
random sample of 300 Nebraska elementary school principals. The sample was
delineated by school district size, small, medium, and large. The survey, which
included 21 questions, was designed to analyze the extent to which crisis
management plans were in place. A total of 188 surveys were returned for a return
rate o f 63%.
Ninety-one percent of the respondents reported having had written policies
that defined a reasoned and professional course o f action to take during a crisis.
However, only 79% of the respondents in small school districts reported having
written policies. A large percentage of the respondents indicated that they had the
following responsive and safe school characteristics: a focus on academic
achievement (94%), involvement of families (92%), links to community (90%),
treatment of equal respect (95%), and feelings and concerns expressed openly (92%).
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A large percentage of the respondents indicated that their school staff could identify
the following early warning signs: social withdrawal (90%), isolation (86%),
violence victim (83%), low social interest and academic performance (95%),
violence (95%), anger (94%), drug abuse (72%), and discipline problems (96%).
Nebraska elementary school principals indicated that crisis management
plans were important, even if their staff was not ready to prevent or respond to a
violent incident in their building. Nebraska elementary school principals indicated
more health-related deaths than violent deaths, overall. This study established that a
crisis management plan is needed regardless of size or rate of past incidents. Staff
training in crisis prevention, response, and post-intervention is needed for all staff,
regardless of position.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
As school administrators across the country find themselves dealing with
crisis situations at increasing frequency, it appears that no school district is immune
to violence on its campus and the ensuing media attention (Bargin, 1994). Federal
and state crime statistics support the observation that at some point, school
administrators will have to deal with an act of violence on or near the school campus
(Bargin, 1994). School violence is widespread. It is present in rural as well as urban
settings (Quarles, 1993).
O f all the various types o f crises visited on schools today, the most
frequent and the most frightening is violence. School violence is a grim reality
throughout the nation. This atmosphere is not conducive to the provision o f a safe
environment in which to learn.
Television and newspapers report daily the incidence of violence in and
around schools:
A gunman kills and wounds children in an elementary school playground;
a student stabs a teacher in the back; a gang of boys rape a high school girl
in the school storage closet; a student shoots an administrator in the school
corridor; racial slurs and threats are written on the school's outside wall
(Curcio & First, 1993, p. 2).
Multitudes of disruption in every imaginable area can occur within the
school setting. Unauthorized entry by uninvited people, riots and protests, family
quarrels spilling over into classrooms or school buildings, weapons and assaults on
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campus, gang related activities, sexual harassment, abuse, molestation, rape, bomb
threats and hate crimes are a few examples o f violence and the potential for violence
in the schools that can seriously influence instructional opportunities and teaching
(Obiakor, Mehring, & Schwenn, 1997).
The 1997-1999 school years served as a dramatic wake-up call,
demonstrating that students bring guns to school, and some will use them to kill.
School communities across the country including schools from Colorado, Oregon,
Virginia, Arkansas, Pennsylvania, Mississippi, Kentucky, and Michigan have been
forced to face the fact that violence can happen to them. While these serious
incidents are troubling, they should not prevent schools from acting to prevent school
violence of any kind (U.S. Department o f Education, 1998).
Despite the fact that the number and variety o f crisis situations impacting
schools have been growing over time and now appear to be at record highs, there has
been a historical lack of preparation for crises in the schools. Most school personnel
have received no training in this area. Schools often try to ignore crisis situations or
to respond spontaneously to manage the best they can (Pitcher & Poland, 1992).
Many school leaders have a tendency to deal with a crisis by denying, minimizing, or
trying to avoid its impact. The reasons for doing so, such as trying to maintain a
focus on educational goals and reassure the community that everything is under
control, are understandable. However, the effect o f suppressing the reactions o f
students and teachers can affect the goals o f education. Individuals may take longer
to work through their personal reactions to the crisis and may do so unsuccessfully.
If school leaders prolong or hinder the process, students and teachers may become
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less available for learning and for teaching. Consequently, they may feel less safe
and more alienated in the school environment (Lichtenstein, Schonfeld, Kline, &
Speese-Lineham, 1995).
More than ever before, schools need to develop and implement effective
crisis prevention and response plans in order to prevent the occurrence o f a crisis
whenever possible, and to reduce the negative impact o f crisis events they are unable
to prevent. A review of literature has revealed a void in research on crisis
management in elementary schools. Because o f this void, the current study
concentrated on the characteristics of crisis management plans in elementary schools.
The purposes of this quantitative study were to: assess the views of
Nebraska elementary school principals with regard to crisis management plans, the
characteristics of crisis management plans, and the importance of crisis management
plans; assess the views of Nebraska elementary school principals on the likelihood of
a violent incident occurring in their school; assess Nebraska elementary school
principals’ views of their school staff readiness to prevent or respond to a violent
incident; relate the views of Nebraska elementary school principals on the likelihood
and readiness to the principals’ perception o f importance; relate school district size
to the principals’ perception of importance; and relate past history of violence in an
elementary school building to the principals’ perception o f importance.
Theoretical Framework
In the formulation of a theoretical perspective for this study, the theories
o f Organizational Behavior and Crisis Frequency and Response were related to
Crisis Planning in general, and in schools and to the elements of an effective crisis
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management plan for an elementary school building. Page 5 provides an outline o f
the theoretical framework.
Organizational Behavior
The literature on crisis management comes, primarily, from the areas o f
business and communications. Public organizations and private corporations are
facing a new degree of problems caused by the harmful effects o f their own
activities, the actions of outside parties, or the effects of environmental forces. Some
of these problems are serious enough to assume crisis proportions for society and
threaten the very survival o f the organization in question. A key objective of
organizational theory and management science has been to understand the behavior
of organizations and to discover efficient ways o f organizing (Shrivastava, Mitroff,
Miller, & Miglani, 1988).
Coping with a crisis must be part of the organization's overall process of
strategic thinking. It cannot be separated from the process o f thinking strategically
about the totality o f an organization or institution. The reason is that unthinkable,
tragic acts do not exist by themselves. They are part of the entire set o f forces,
considerations, problems, issues, trends, threats, and opportunities that affect the
modern organization (Mitroff & Kilmann, 1984).
Much organizational behavior related to crisis management is ineffective
and inefficient, if not actually dysfunctional. In fact, one point often stressed in the
literature is that the organizations coming together in a crisis are frequently not only
the place, but also the source of the problem. Research studies have documented
serious organizational problems in several areas including: intra- and inter-
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Organizational Behavior
Crisis management
information comes primarily
from business and
communications.

Crisis Frequency and Response
The U.S. has the highest rates of violence in
the industrialized world.

Com m unication
Maintaining a strong communication position
is important to the overall success o f any
institution.

Leadership
Leaders review the strengths and
weaknesses of the organization. Crisis
management is interlaced into this planning
process.

V
Crisis Planning
A crisis plan provides common objectives
and strategies for a successful resolution of a
crisis.

'J'
Crisis Planning-in General
A crisis plan should be flexible to adapt to
changes in external and internal
environments.

Crisis Planning-in Schools
A crisis plan is needed for public
relations and liability'.

Elements of an Effective Crisis
Management Plan for an Elementary
Building
A sound crisis plan outlines how all the
groups that make up the school community
can spot the behavioral and emotional signs
of troubled children and know how to
respond to them.
Figure 1. Theoretical framework outline.
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organizational coordination, the movement of relevant resources, and the appropriate
management of difficulties and problems associated with a crisis (Quarantelli, 1984).
Organizational behavior-communication. The research emphasizes the
importance of the internal and external communication o f the organization.
Maintaining a strong communication position, the public relations o f both the
internal and external aspects of an institution, is important to the overall success of
any institution. The communication o f information is constantly relayed among
inside and outside members of an organization.
While it is not feasible to plan for every type o f crisis or emergency, it is
possible to develop a plan that provides an organizational framework for such an
event, as well as defining what constitutes a crisis. Effective communication
becomes paramount in a situation that threatens the integrity and well being o f the
institution (Campbell, 1983).
Organizational behavior-leadershio. The literature indicates that human
beings typically respond remarkably well to extreme stress. Those threatened by
disasters do not break into panic. Those officials and others with community
responsibilities do not abandon their work roles to favor family roles. Those
officials know their responsibilities must be handled first, before those of family.
Other characteristic behaviors could be exposed in major community emergencies
generated by either natural or man made agents (Quarantelli, 1984).
The term crisis management implies some desire to control the crisis or
control the outcome of the crisis. The logical steps of a planning model are
applicable in the development and implementation of a crisis management plan that
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could be used in the resolution o f crisis issues. Crisis management almost
automatically becomes part of the planning process as the leaders and administrators
of the organization work to determine the future of the organization and look at
cause and effect relationships. The planning process allows the decision-maker to
see the results of an actual or intended decision and make changes or focus on new
courses of action.
The leaders and administrators review the strengths and weaknesses of
the organization. This leads to the setting o f objectives and goals, the development
of strategies and plans, and the making o f today's decisions for tomorrow's results.
Crisis management interlaces itself into the planning process as the organization's
strengths and weaknesses are reviewed and objectives and goals are set to deal with
those strengths and weaknesses.
Crisis Frequency and Response
The United States has the highest rates o f violence in the industrialized
world. Violent and aggressive behavior surges to its highest point in the teen-age
years (American Psychological Association, 1993). According to the Office o f
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Program (1995), juvenile arrests for
rape, murder, robbery and aggravated assault have tripled since 1965. More than
half o f all violent crimes committed against adolescents (ages 12-19) occurred in
school buildings, on school property, or near school grounds. Approximately 16,000
crimes occur on or near school property every day totaling about 3 million acts per
year. More than 135,000 students carry a gun to school and 11% o f public school
teachers report that they have been victims o f violence in or around schools. The
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horror of these acts of violence in schools has galvanized national attention on
increasing safety in schools.
Violent behavior occurs on a continuum ranging from bullying and verbal
abuse, through fighting, to rape and homicide. The frequency o f violence in schools,
weapons possession, gang activity, and serious acts o f violence have captured media
attention. Experts agree that it is appropriate for schools to be interested in reducing
the daily disruptions such as name calling, bullying, and general intimidation, which
spoil the school climate and are themselves precursors to more serious acts of
violence (Gottfredson, Gottfredson, & Hybl, 1993; Tolan & Guerra, 1994).
Crisis Planning
Models for crisis management provide common objectives and strategies
for the successful resolution of a crisis. This is regardless o f the type o f crisis or the
type of organization. Preplanning is the emphasis throughout the crisis management
plan research.
Crisis planning-general. Authors on crisis management state that crisis
planning is such a monumental task, that it cannot be left to one person (Fink, 1986;
Mitroff & Kilmann, 1984; Nudell & Antokol, 1988). An analysis o f the internal and
external factors having the greatest impact on the future o f the organization leads to
the identification and prioritization o f critical factors. These factors include: the
death of a staff or administrative member, a bombing or threat o f a bombing, or
unstable employees. These factors need to be addressed and conclusions for
resolving them need to be included in a crisis management plan. Decision-makers
must look at the resources needed to carry out the long-term objectives. Each o f
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these areas are necessary components o f crisis planning and intervention. A crisis
management plan should have the flexibility to adapt to changes in the external and
internal environments. This gives today's modem institution the ability it needs to
cope with the constant changes in these environments.
Crisis planning-schools. While much o f the literature relates specifically
to businesses and corporations, there are important lessons and strategies for crisis
management available for the field o f education. Institutions o f higher education, as
well as any institution of education, are complex structures, but no more complex
than the businesses, industries, and corporations that already have prepared detailed
crisis management plans (Crisis Management, 1987). Although the crisis
management literature written specifically for educational institutions has been
limited, what is available echoes that which is written for business.
The need for the development and implementation o f crisis management
plans at educational institutions is clear. The literature emphasizes the importance of
preplanning with regards to public relations, but there are also responsibilities that
educational institutions have to their students. Another important reason for crisis
management is the issue of an institution's legal obligations. School districts have
been held liable for injuries because o f inadequate measures taken in a crisis
situation. These lawsuits have also established an important relationship between the
school and its students.
The development and implementation o f a crisis management plan require
the input and participation of all who are involved in the school organization and
community. According to Kuhn (1974), structure is needed in order for a system to
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operate effectively and efficiently. Lilienfield (1978) states that a theory o f system
change requires understanding of the structure and function o f the particular school
system. Training is a part o f crisis management and is required o f all team members.
Elements o f an Effective Crisis Management Plan for an Elementary Building
Schools can meet the challenge o f reducing violence. A sound violence
prevention and crisis management plan outlines how all the groups that make up a
school community, administrators, teachers, parents, students, and support staff, can
spot the behavioral and emotional signs that indicate a child is troubled. Such a plan
also details how school and community resources can be used to create safe
environments and to manage responses to acute threats or incidents of violence.
A copy of the crisis management plan should be available to each staff
member. The information needs to follow a simple pattern that will allow for easy
accessibility. The effectiveness o f the plan and the problems encountered need to be
evaluated periodically by the principal, the staff, and community resources.
Modifications are made as the plans are updated.
According to Jones and Paterson (1992), “ these additional activities
should be included in the crisis management plan: designated person in charge,
persons trained in CPR and First Aid, a police liaison, a media liaison, community
resource groups, phone trees, and any forms or information sheets needed during a
crisis situation” (p. 4).
Research Questions
The following research questions were addressed in this study:
1. According to Nebraska elementary school principals, to what extent are crisis
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management plans in place?
2. According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what elements should be
included in an elementary school building crisis management plan?
3. According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what is the perceived
importance of the elements of a crisis management plan?
4. According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what are their views o f the
likelihood of a violent incident occurring in their school building?
5. According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what are their views of
their school staff readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring
in their school building?
6. How does the perceived importance o f a crisis management plan, relate to the
Nebraska elementary school principals’ views on their school staffs’ readiness to
prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring in their building?
7. Is the perceived importance of a crisis management plan related to school district
size?
8. According to Nebraska elementary school principals, how does the past history
of a violent incident relate to the importance o f a crisis management plan?
Definition o f Terms
To promote understanding in the study, the following terms were defined.
The researcher developed the definitions without citations.
A characteristic was defined by The New Merriam-Webster Dictionary
(1989) as a “distinguishing trait, quality, or property” (p. 137).
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"A crisis, in a school setting, was defined as a sudden, generally
unanticipated event that profoundly and negatively affects a significant segment of
the school population and often involves injury or death" (Jones & Paterson, 1992,
p.l).
The term crisis management (sometimes referred to as disaster or risk
management, and emergency response) was borrowed from the business field, but
can be and has been applied to educational institutions. Crisis management is a
systematic process by which an organization attempts to predict or identify potential
crises the organization may face, take precautions to prevent, if possible, the crises,
or minimize the effects of the crises (Nudell & Antokol, 1988).
A crisis management plan is a document or set o f documents prepared in
advance of a crisis that will assist the institution in handling a crisis situation. These
plans include (but are not limited to) evacuation plans, natural disaster plans,
decision-making frameworks, media relations procedures, and clearly identified
chains o f command and roles and responsibilities. Crisis management plans may be
given other names such as disaster plans or emergency plans. The crisis
management plan identifies who is responsible for managing the crisis when it
occurs and determines the organization's response following the crisis (Fink, 1986).
The crisis management plan identifies a chain o f command for decision making and
an awareness o f the resources and mechanisms required to cope with the emergency.
Obiakor et al. (1997) see crises in three categories: disruption, disaster,
and death. A disruption includes any unauthorized event that would significantly
impact the normal, daily school routine o f the population o f the school. Specific
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examples include unauthorized entry by person, protests, riots, walkouts, separation
of parents or quarrels at home, divorce o f parents, unlawful assemblies and gang
related activities, sexual harassment and shooting, and bomb threats and hate crimes.
“A disaster is defined as a calamity or catastrophe brought about by a
natural occurrence, mechanical malfunction, or utility dysfunction o f the facility”
(The New Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 1989, p. 218). This type o f crisis may range
from minor inconveniences to catastrophic property or personal injuries and loss o f
life. Events that would lead to a disaster include broken pipes, loss o f air
conditioning, loss o f heat, loss of other utility services, hazardous materials spillage
or lead, explosion, fire, flood, earthquake, tornado, hurricane, live-downed electrical
wires, and gas leak.
Death includes the death of a classmate, student, teacher, parent, family
member, employee, or prominent figure. Death might occur as a result o f a natural
death due to illness, accidental death, homicide, and suicide.
An elementary school principal is the “chief officer o f an educational
institution with grades K-6 or K-8 (The New Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 1989,
p. 577).
An elementary school is “an institution for teaching and learning with
grades K-6 or K-8 (The New Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 1989, p. 650).
A large school district includes districts with a territory having a
population of 100,000 or more. A medium school district includes districts with a
territory having a population of 1,000-99,999. A small school district includes
districts with a territory having a population o f 999 or less. Nebraska public
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elementary school principals are the chief officers o f a kindergarten through sixth
grade educational institution.
The variables included the elements that should be included in a crisis
management plan, principals’ views o f the elements, principals’ views o f the
likelihood of a violent incident occurring in their building, principals’ views on the
school staff readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident, principals’ views of
the likelihood of a violent incident, school district size, and past history.
The dependent variable was the importance of crisis management in the
elementary sohooi.
Assumptions
The assumption was made that the elementary school principals surveyed
are familiar with the concept of crisis management plans. The age, gender, number
o f years of experience, and whether or not they have experienced a severe crisis may
have influenced responses. The researcher, however, analyzed only perceptions
based on the role people play within the school structure.
Limitations
This study used a survey as a tool to collect data. The survey was limited
to Nebraska elementary public school principals. The respondents may not have
answered with candor or may not have followed directions. In order to assure
manageability of the collected data, the survey instruments used only check off items
and did not include open-ended response items.
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Significance o f the Study
Violence among young people and in our schools has increased at an
alarming and unacceptable rate. School districts and communities are reacting to the
ground swell of concern over violence. It is not a matter o f whether crime will occur
in a school district, but when it will occur and how serious it will be. Unlike the
generations o f children before them, children today have become increasingly more
violent (Hylton, 1996).
It is not contradictory to say that despite the presence o f violence and the
threat to personal safety that hovers over schools, schools are still, for many children,
the safest place in their lives (Curcio & First, 1993). Well-functioning schools foster
learning, safety, and socially appropriate behaviors. Most preventive programs in
effective schools address multiple factors and recognize that safety and order are
related to children's social, emotional, and academic development (U.S. Department
of Education, 1998).
Crisis management plans should be considered both as prevention and
intervention. Plans should provide all staff with easy access to a team o f specialists
trained in evaluating crisis situations. A sound crisis management plan reflects the
common and the unique needs of educators, students, families, and the greater
community. Preparation is absolutely essential to ensure effective response to a
school crisis. Being prepared for a crisis is very different from being crisis-oriented
(Lichtenstein et al., 1995). The success or failure o f a crisis management plan is
contingent on the leadership of the institution (Bitter, 1984). Crisis management
forces leaders to review their institutions and make an attempt to predict and plan for
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crises that might occur. This process forces leaders to think about the unpopular. By
asking the Nebraska public elementary school principals about their perceptions o f
the characteristics o f crisis management plans, this study allowed the principals to re
evaluate their current crisis management plans.
Organization o f the Study
The remainder o f the paper will be organized in the following manner:
Chapter One has presented the introduction, theoretical framework, statement o f the
problem, research questions, significance of the study, definition o f terms, and
limitations o f the study. Chapter Two presents a review of related literature and
research. Chapter Three reports the research questions, the design, the variables, the
methods and procedures used to describe sample, the development o f the survey
instrument, and the collection and analysis o f the data. Provided in Chapter Four are
the results o f the acquired data. Summary, conclusions, and recommendations for
further research are provided in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER 2
Review of Selected Literature and Research
A review of literature was undertaken to identify the characteristics of
crisis management plans in elementary schools. An extensive search of the ERIC
system, Dissertation Abstracts International, the PsychLit databases, the SocioFile, a
variety o f Internet and World Wide Web sites, and the book holdings o f the
University o f Nebraska at Omaha library failed to disclose any research reports
specifically dealing with crisis management in elementary schools. The only
research report coming close to the topic under consideration here was a 1993
qualitative investigation by the American Psychological Association Commission on
Violence and Youth. While that study did not deal directly with crisis management
in elementary schools, it did report the exposure that first and second grade students
in Washington, D.C. schools have to violence. A guide developed by the United
States Department o f Education in 1998 provided an action-planning checklist that
could be adapted into characteristics of an effective crisis management plan. At the
same time, the research revealed that there is a substantial amount o f literature
related to crises in general, particularly to violence in schools, and to the planning of
crisis management programs. Unfortunately for the purposes o f this study, this
literature is a mix o f research and opinion.
While there are no studies directly related to crisis management in
elementary schools, the related literature dealing with crises in general and crisis
management planning is useful because it defines the nature and the context of
school crises and shows what people are thinking. This material will provide a
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conceptual framework and illustrate the need for a study o f the characteristics o f an
elementary school crisis management plan.
The review o f related literature covers the aspect o f preplanning and the
need for crisis management plans. The areas covered include research in business
and communication, higher level education, crisis prevention planning, crisis
management teams, and crisis management plans.
Crisis Management-Business
The literature on crisis management comes primarily from the areas of
communications and business. Crisis management models provide common
strategies for the successful resolution o f a crisis, regardless o f the type o f crisis or
organization. Throughout the crisis management literature, preplanning is
emphasized.
Most people will be confronted with some sort of crisis during their
lifetime. Some of these crisis situations can show people and organizations that they
are unaware and unprepared. Crises can reveal how organizations are structured,
how they maintain stability, how they change, and how they fulfill their functions
(Dynes, 1974).
Organizations can adequately prepare to deal with a crisis when their
members and leaders possess a feeling that potential crises can occur within the
organizational environment. Organizations must develop a capacity for gathering
and merging large amounts o f information, for making quick responses to
challenges, threats and opportunities, and for learning from the experiences and
merge that learning into new plans and practices (DeGreene, 1982).
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The behavior o f a large number of individuals must be coordinated to
perform complex, crisis related activities. This coordination requires standard
operating procedures and policies, and rules demonstrating how things are done.
Improvement in planning can increase the effectiveness o f responses in crisis
situations (Drabek, 1986)
Leadership. Leadership is an important aspect in the planning and
implementation o f a crisis management plan. This leadership aspect is evident
throughout the literature on crisis and disaster management. The involvement of
head administrators is an essential component at the early stages o f the planning
process. Decision-makers need to learn to recognize the dangers and the
opportunities that could be present during a crisis situation. The organizational
leaders must organize, delegate, and manage with the appreciation for the stresses
that are encountered in any emergency. There is a possibility to contain the physical
damage o f a crisis, but not the public relations and emotional damage. If an
organization emerges after a crisis in nearly the same position as it was in before the
crisis, then the organization has demonstrated a successful resolution o f the crisis
(Antokol & Nudell, 1986).
Crisis management research also indicates that, more often than not,
organizational leaders ignore and deny the crisis warning signs. An organization will
usually receive early signs or indications that troubling situations are brewing.
Warning signs typically build to a point of climax. As the pressure accumulates,
organizational leaders are often so overwhelmed they are unable to cope and deal
with the crisis effectively (Symonds, 1985).
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When studying crisis management, the understanding o f leadership and
leadership behavior are important. Individuals have a tendency to behave
remarkably well under extreme pressure, but the element o f surprise is unsettling for
leaders faced with a sudden crisis. Fink (1986) writes that even the "sawiest"
executive often falls victim to a kind of crippling effect when a crisis strikes.
Preplanning may be the most comforting point in a time o f crisis. Lipman-Blumen, a
professor at California's Claremont Graduate School Executive Management
Program, says "the worst part o f a crisis is being unprepared. By removing the
unexpected quality you are removing that which is most unnerving" (as cited in
Rudolph, 1986, p. 53). Exceedingly difficult demands are placed on the ability to
reason effectively when organizational leaders and decision-makers deal with crisis
issues (Stubbart, 1987).
Communication. The research also emphasizes the importance o f the
internal and external communication o f the organization. Organizational problems
associated with the crisis can result more from the "what" that is communicated,
rather than the "how". Organizational communication problems will exist on
virtually all levels and are evident in at least five different categories of
organizational behavior. The communication categories include: communication
within the organization, communication from the organization to another
organization, communication from the organization to the public, communication
from the public to the organization, and the communication within the systems o f the
organization (Quarantelli, 1984).
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Communication is a necessary component in an organization, and
information is constantly exchanged among the members. Under normal
circumstances, the system of communication is designed to exchange predetermined
types and amounts o f information. The number o f individuals using the
communication system increases during a crisis situation. During normal situations,
information is supposed to be advanced through certain channels and chains of
command. However, the flow of information is more complex during a crisis
situation.
Communication with outside organizations can cause problems, because
routine contacts between organizations are usually on an informal basis.
Administrators and leaders communicate with friends and acquaintances. Changes
in the organizational structure will call for different types of communication during
the time o f crisis. Changes in policies must be established and maintained to support
informal communication during a crisis.
Communication of life saving information to the public can be a major
difficulty for the organization. It must be able to communicate this information
effectively. Organizations must remember that meaningful information for the
members of the organization is not always meaningful to the general public. It
cannot be assumed that information given to the public is as clear as the information
given to the members of the organization. Communication problems from the
organization to the public also occur during the pre-crisis and post-crisis periods.
Organizations, frequently, are unable to process the large volume o f information and
the requests for information during all parts of the crisis situation.
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Finally, different systems within the organization can cause
communication problems. Most areas o f the organization operate independently, to
some degree, of each other during normal circumstances. Conflicts can arise when
leaders of the organization assign new, crisis-related tasks. These types o f
organizational communication problems are considered to be the most serious.
During a crisis, corporations and organizations are forced to deal with
more and different kinds o f relationships with other groups (Quarantelli, 1984).
These corporations and organizations and other social systems cannot exist in
isolation. A variety of local agencies will be forced to work collaboratively on
unfamiliar and new tasks as a part o f a response network. Some organizations may
lose some of their autonomy during a crisis. Sometimes governmental officials may
assume control of the organization, which will restrict the movement o f owners,
administrators, and employees. Some organizations may experience long term
change as the result of the crisis (Anderson, 1969).
In summary, the need for the development and implementation o f crisis
management plans at the business level is clear. It is impossible for a business or
organization to avoid and prevent all risks and because o f this, people have learned
to live with certain levels o f tolerance for natural and man-made crises. No matter
how much emphasis is placed on crisis prevention, there will always be the potential
for the occurrence o f an extreme crisis that could have the capability to change the
normal operations of an organization (Foster, 1980). It is hoped that crisis
management plans can minimize the impact o f such an event on an organization or,
if possible, prevent the occurrence of the event completely.
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Based on the academic research and professional consultations conducted
by MitrofF, Pearson, and Harrington (1996), the critical factor in determining how
well an organization will perform during a crisis is how well prepared the
organization is before the crisis occurs. Advanced preparation is strongly
emphasized. The research and consulting information from this study were gathered
over a six-year period, from 1987 to 1991. Interviews were conducted with 410
executive managers and professionals located in the United States, 60 executives in
Canada, and 30 executives in France. In early 1987, 1,000 questionnaires were
mailed to the public affairs directors of the Fortune 1000 companies. The interview
and survey questions were designed to identify how much experience these
companies have had with crises in the previous 3 years, to evaluate the types of
measures they had developed, and to gauge the general attitudes toward crises. The
data were collected by research assistants from the University o f Southern
California's Center for Crisis Management and from L'Ecole des Hautes Etudes
Commercials in Montreal. The two authors personally conducted about half the
interviews in the sample (Pauchant & MitrofF, 1992).
Businesses and organizations need strong leaders and administrators to see
the need for crisis prevention and proceed ahead with the changes needed to
complete a crisis management plan. Leaders need to be aware that in order to create
and have a successful crisis management plan, they need to communicate the process
to the members within and outside of the organization.
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Crisis Management-Higher Level Education
While the majority of the literature on crisis management relates
specifically to the area o f businesses and corporations, there are important aspects
and strategies for crisis management in the area of higher level education.
Institutions of higher education are complex organizations, but no more complex
than any other business, industry, or corporation that has already prepared a detailed
crisis management plan (Crisis Management, 1987). The literature written
specifically in the area of crisis management for higher level education is limited.
However, the literature that is available, reflects what is written for businesses and
corporations.
Wensyel (1987) writes that the essence o f crisis management is in the
planning. Wensyel suggests that the preparation in advance o f an event requires a
thought out examination of the university's current policies regarding security in and
around the campus. One must conduct a survey of the campus to pinpoint vulnerable
areas, and determine areas o f weakness and what individuals might be affected
(Nichlos, 1987). Like the leaders o f an organization or business, the administration
of a university must be committed, assign responsibilities, and allocate funds.
The importance o f leadership and communication is seen throughout the
crisis management literature. Cunningham (1985) states that effective crisis
management is contingent on the leadership capabilities o f the
organization’s/university's administration. Cunningham lists characteristics such as
the ability to be flexible, yet decisive, and a forward/future thinker as necessary
characteristics a leader must portray to be effective during a crisis period, a period
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where crucial decisions must be made. The success or failure o f a crisis management
plan is contingent on the leadership and administration o f an institution (Bitter,
1984). Crisis management compels organizational leaders to review and re-evaluate
their organizations and make an attempt to predict and plan for crises that could
occur. Engaging in this process, forces leaders o f any organization to consider crises
that they would prefer to ignore.
When an actual crisis occurs or the threat o f a potential crisis is foreseen,
university policies, rules, procedures, facts, and issues must be communicated
throughout the university campus. The communication must reach all the affected
staff o f the university. The communication must be conducted in a way that portrays
honesty, accuracy and credibility. Answers to questions being asked and charges
being made must be complete and responsive (Holmes, 1971).
Any organization, including a university, has an area of influence that
exceeds beyond the campus boundaries. The administration o f a college or
university must acknowledge the involvement o f the external representatives who
affect or are affected by the program and the actions of the institution (Balderston,
1974). These groups include alumni, the local community, and the state government.
These groups participate in planning and are sources o f revenue and influence. In
planning a crisis management system, these groups must be taken into account and
the plan must provide for the groups continued participation.
Colleges and universities must take decisive action to resolve the crisis
and return to normal operations and duties o f the institutions. This decisive action
must occur no matter what the nature of the crisis might be. Using the decision
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making paradigm, even if used in broad stages, provides a clear direction in
organizing the roles and responsibilities, and the decisions administrators will have
to make during crisis situations (Hoverland, Mclnturff, & Rhom, 1986).
In summary, the need for the development and implementation o f crisis
management plans at the college and university level is clear. The literature on crisis
management emphasizes the importance o f preplanning with regard to public
relations. Colleges and universities have basic moral and social responsibilities to
their students. Colleges and universities have an area o f influence that exceeds the
campus boundaries. There are sources o f revenue and influence that could be
jeopardized if the crisis management component is not emphasized at the college and
university level.
Crisis Manaeement-Schools
Violence is so prevalent in our society that even if one does not experience
violence personally, one cannot escape the violence on television and in movies and
the daily news. School violence is a growing problem. Schools are no longer a safe
haven for children. Identified by the federal government as one o f the nation's
leading public health problems, violence does not stop at any school's front door
(Kopka, 1997).
Although some states require local school districts to report school
violence statistics to the state legislature annually, no federal law mandates that
primary and secondary educational institutions report the number o f violent incidents
occurring in and around schools. As school violence has escalated over the past
several years, many agencies and organizations have solicited and maintained data
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related to school violence statistics (Kopka, 1997). According to the federal
government's first published report on school-related violent deaths, which appeared
in the June 12, 1996, Journal o f the American Medical Association, 105 people died
at schools or during school associated activities from 1992 to 1994. Eighty percent
o f the deaths were homicides; the rest were suicides. Seventy-six o f the victims were
students; 12 were school staff members, and the rest were not associated with the
school (Kachur et al., 1996). Those statistics were a result of a three-year study
conducted by researchers at the Center of Disease Control. The researchers gathered
school crime data from the U.S. Department of Education, the National School
Safety Center, local police departments, and various information databases (Portner,
1996).
In 1989 the systematic educational reform movement began when the U.S.
governors committed themselves to the reform o f our national educational system.
The framework was developed around seven goals. The goals were developed and
became the Goals 2000: Educate America Act o f 1994. Goal 7, Safe, Disciplined,
and Alcohol and Drug Free Schools, states that "by the year 2000, every school in
the United States will be free of drugs, violence, and the unauthorized presence of
firearms and alcohol and will offer a disciplined environment conducive to learning”
(National Education Goals Panel, 1995, p. 3).
Can Goal 7 be achieved? The year 2000 is here and gone. Yet people
regularly are informed about the drugs, the violence, and the weapons that seem to
permeate the schools o f this nation (Kopka, 1997). According to the 20th century
philosopher and educator John Dewey, schools reflect the values and problems
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inherent in society. If it is true that schools and society are linked, then persons who
are involved with the schools, educators, students, family members, crisis prevention
experts, and the community, must work together to make National Education Goal 7
a reality (Kopka, 1997).
The disruption caused by violence in our nation's public schools is a
national concern. Crime in and around schools threatens the well being o f students,
school staff, and communities. It also impedes on student learning and achievement.
In 1994, the National Center for Education Statistics commissioned a survey to
obtain current data on school violence and other discipline issues in our nation's
public schools. This was in response to the Safe and Drug-Free Schools and
Communities Act of 1994. The Principal/School Disciplinarian Survey on School
Violence was conducted to estimate the incidence, frequency, and seriousness of
school related crime and violence during the 1996-97 school year. A nationally
representative sample o f 1,234 regular schools participated in the study. The data
were compared to national totals submitted by all the regular public schools in the 50
states and the District of Columbia (U.S. Department o f Education, 1997).
The school violence survey indicated that more than half, 57%, o f U.S.
public schools reported experiencing at least one crime incident in the 1996-97
school year, and 1 in 10 schools reported at least one serious violent crime during
that school year. Forty-five percent o f elementary schools reported one or more
violent incidents, compared with 74% o f middle schools and 77% o f high schools.
Four percent o f elementary schools reported one or more serious violent crimes
compared with 19% of middle and 21% of high schools. The survey also indicated
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that of the less serious or non-violent crimes, the largest ratio o f crimes per 100,000
students was found in middle and high schools compared with elementary schools.
This was true for physical attacks or fights without a weapon, theft/larceny, and
vandalism. In general, elementary schools reported proportionately fewer incidents
of serious violent crime. They reported lower rates o f physical attacks or fights with
a weapon and rape or other type of sexual battery when compared with middle
schools and high schools. However, while elementary schools reported lower ratios
o f robbery compared with high schools, they were not significantly different from
middle schools (U.S. Department o f Education, 1997).
The school violence survey also indicated that principals were more likely
to perceive at least one discipline issue as a serious problem in high schools and
schools with enrollment of more than 1,000 students. The lowest percent o f schools
with principals reporting serious discipline problems were elementary schools, at
8%, followed by middle schools, at 18%. Thirty-eight percent o f principals in large
schools reported some serious discipline problems, compared with 15% o f principals
in medium size schools and 10% o f principals in small schools. Schools in central
cities, while more likely to experience serious violent crime than those in towns and
rural locales, did not differ significantly from urban fringe schools in terms o f the
percent of schools reporting at least one incident. City schools also reported a much
higher ratio of violence than those in towns, with 95 incidents per 100,000 students,
compared with 28 incidents per 100,000 students attending schools in towns. The
study found that efforts to prevent or reduce violence were being implemented in
78% of public schools. Those schools that reported a more serious crime, 93%, were
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more likely to have these programs than those with no crime, 74%, or less serious
crimes, 79% (U.S. Department of Education, 1997).
Researchers generally agree that any program developed for or by a school
should be tailored to meet the individual needs o f the school and its student
population. Schools developing a crisis prevention plan must understand the school
system, the student population, the faculty, the kind o f crises that have occurred, the
community, and the organization. The process is time consuming and one of the
most difficult tasks a school can undertake. Preplanning and prevention is a must to
a successful resolution of a crisis situation (Violence Prevention Resource Center,
1995).
Prevention and planning-schools. The priorities of a school are
temporarily altered when a crisis occurs. Crisis situations will occur whether
planned for or not, and it is unlikely that any school will escape responding to a
crisis. Planning a school wide crisis management plan can prevent unnecessary
turmoil. One cannot control every event, but disruption can be reduced and school
wide chaos minimized (Jones & Paterson, 1992).
According to Getzels, Lipham, and Campbell (1968), schools are managed
and operated according to the implementation o f policy and the decisions reached by
the local school boards. Getzels et al. (1968) report that crucial decision making of
schools is sometimes interfered with because o f conflicting philosophies in the field
of education. Getzels et al. (1968) also report that the management o f crisis
situations begins with curriculum requirements and electives and state that being
organized and prepared to act at all times are essential. Although theory supports
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many aspects o f crisis management, the organization and implementation o f a crisis
management plan are dependent on the support given by administrative leaders in the
school system.
Jones and Paterson (1992) state that responsibility and task guidelines
should be made clear when developing policies and supporting procedures to be used
during crisis situations. Policies supporting crisis management plans should be
supported by the commitment of the community to help resolve the crisis.
Organizations outside the school system are sometimes needed when the resources
within the school system have been exhausted. Katz and Kahn (1978) report that
supplies and resources of energy must be drawn from other agencies, people, and
materials.
Planned schoolwide crisis management can significantly reduce disruption
during time o f high stress and can prevent catastrophic events from escalating into
schoolwide chaos. Decker (1997) states that as crisis situations continue to rise,
mandatory school district policies must continue to change and emphasize
preparation for a multitude o f potential school crises. Every school building needs to
develop a practical and workable safety and crisis management plan to ensure the
safety and welfare o f every student.
Written policies dealing with crisis management should define
professional actions that need to be taken during a crisis situation. There should also
be policies written that are related to specific crisis situations (Harris, 1990).
According to guidelines developed by Shneidman (1981), any system attempting to
develop a crisis management plan needs to have a written response plan and
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procedures to follow. The system needs to develop policies and procedures for basic
assignments o f school personnel, which include identifying and assessing at risk
students, parental notification, agency networking, and providing for the possible
need o f professional intervention. The implementation o f policies and procedures
can determine to what extent certain individuals are affected by a crisis. Negligence,
carelessness, and the lack of information can worsen a crisis situation (North
Carolina State Department of Public Instruction, 1988).
Shneidman (1981) states the need for evaluations o f the crisis procedures
on a regular basis and a directory o f quality referral sources in all school districts.
Crisis situations can efficiently and systematically be handled with the support o f the
local school boards and a crisis intervention policy. Preplanning for any given crisis
situation, school district policies, and the successful implementation of a crisis
management plan will help decrease harm to students, confusion, and legal liability
(Johnson & Matczynski, 1993). Smith (1990) states that systems with no written
policy, procedures, or training in the area of crisis management are more vulnerable
for lawsuits that may be brought against the school system by the families o f their
students.
Many schools have crisis intervention plans because of legal concerns. It
is the responsibility o f the school system to provide a safe atmosphere for students
and to take preventive measures to protect students from harm in a crisis situation.
Serafin (1990) reports that schools are responsible for the protection and safety o f
their students. He reports that planning and preventing injuries may keep school
systems from being found liable in court. According to Slenkovich (1986), it is a
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legal obligation o f the school districts to ensure that competent staff members are
prepared to handle crisis situations. Staff members need to be trained to implement
emergency response procedures during times o f crises (Slenkovich, 1986; Vidal,
1989).
Because it is not possible to avoid all risks, the institution must make a
determination of what is an acceptable risk. No institution can guarantee that its
actions or the actions o f individuals will not harm someone else (Wildavsky, 1988).
Preplanning for any given crisis situation can help to ensure the safety o f the students
and the staff. Evaluating any crisis situation that occurs can assist in continued
monitoring of the crisis management plan, and necessary changes can be made.
Administrators to effectively and efficiently control situations in times of
crisis should disrupt the school routine as little as possible. The development o f a
crisis management plan is a significant step in helping control crisis situations (Jones
& Paterson, 1992). Communities and school systems are affected by many crises.
Natural and human disasters cannot be prevented. However, during a crisis situation,
the principles o f awareness, preparation, and training can possibly prevent further
damage and allow for a smoother transition during the post crisis period (Barrett,
1985). Practices and procedures may vary due to the training given in the
community and school district. Communication is the most important procedure.
The school and district administrators must communicate to the school personnel,
students, and the community resources their roles and responsibilities during the time
before, during, and after a crisis.
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In summary, a good crisis response system is not only proactive, it is
prevention-oriented. Prevention can operate on several levels (Lichtenstein et al.,
1994). Kline, Schonfeld, and Lichtenstein (1995) believe that a safe and orderly
school climate is a necessary component o f an effective school. To maximize the
likelihood that children will adapt successfully to crises, schools should develop and
implement an organizational response plan that anticipates potential problems and
creates mechanisms for resolution. Panic and confusion can be eliminated through
anticipation and preparation.
Crisis management teams and response teams. With the increasing
violence o f today, it is necessary to have a safety and crisis management team in
place that is competent, capable, and adequately prepared to handle an emergency
situation. Schools and school districts need to utilize the concept o f a crisis response
or crisis management team. This team is "a group o f trained professionals who
coordinate their efforts to provide crisis intervention services such as counseling,
psychotherapy, guidance, etc." (Harris, 1990, p. 9). The concept of a crisis response
or management team was designed to provide a structure and format for staff and
school administrators when there was a need for an immediate response to a crisis.
The concept enables schools to continue to function and operate effectively during a
crisis (Jones & Paterson, 1992).
Individuals who are trained to make up crisis response or crisis
management teams may not necessarily be a part o f the school system or the school
crisis team. Community participants may include physicians, or local clergy,
psychologists, psychiatrists, or representatives from mental health agencies. School

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

35

counselors from other districts may also be included. "The function o f the crisis
response team is to provide immediate crisis intervention support and guidance only.
Individuals requiring counseling should be referred to an appropriate agency"
(Alberta Department of Education (ADE), 1992, p. 7).
Developing a crisis management team is not a simple task. Purvis (1991)
outlines important components in establishing a crisis team: identify goals, assess the
needs, gather examples of model programs, organize a membership pool, organize a
training program, prepare a resource list, form a network of communities, plan a base
o f operations, plan crisis team meetings, develop a record keeping system, and
implement a debriefing phase.
A crisis team can function at three levels: a community support group
level, a central office level, and an individual building level. It is important that once
a crisis plan is developed, the crisis team members meet at least once a semester to
review the plan. All members should be aware o f their designated responsibilities
during a crisis situation (Phi Delta Kappa, 1988).
Response time is the valuable asset during any life-threatening situation.
Irreversible damages can occur if the proper treatment is not immediately
administrated. Faculty members o f a building should all be given a crisis plan,
because they are the most likely to be first on the scene when a crisis or accident
occurs. Some school districts have mandated the development o f an emergency care
plan, where teachers and other school personnel are prepared to, for example, inject
adrenaline for bee and food allergies and asthma attacks. It is also recommended
that first aid and CPR training be incorporated into a crisis plan, because these skills
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could be necessary to meet the needs o f students and faculty during a crisis situation
(Sousa, 1982).
An in-house crisis team can be very effective. Because building faculty
are already there, it is beneficial to have them trained and ready to respond. A full
blown crisis requires the assistance o f more than one person. The crisis response
team is one of the most effective tactics a school or community can use and have
available (Kelly, Stimeline, & Kachar, 1989; Serafin, 1990; Vidal, 1989).
Consultants are needed to assist in crisis situations. Ruof, Harris, and
Robbie (1987) listed several reasons for needing a crisis team. These reasons
include: more than one person is needed to effectively deal with the number o f
students who could be involved during a crisis, staff already in the school building
serve as better consultants for students than unfamiliar outsiders, and a plan that
exhibits personnel trained in crisis management is more effective than a reactive
plan.
In summary, Ruof et al. (1987) recommend that the building's teachers
have specific duties and be informed o f their part during the crisis intervention
process. At the beginning of each school year, the crisis team should be introduced
to the entire staff. The role of the teachers and other staff members in the crisis
management plan should be reviewed. Structure is important to an effective crisis
management plan. Teachers must understand their role and the issue of
confidentiality and information during the crisis situation (Serafin, 1990). In cases
where small group sessions are needed for follow-up, mental health professionals
can be brought in to assist teachers and school counselors in facilitating them. The
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school crisis management team needs leadership during any crisis period. The crisis
plan cannot be effectively implemented without the team.
Crisis Management Plans
In order to meet the needs of any crisis situation, a crisis management
plan is needed in every school, regardless o f size or if the school is public or private.
Although there are differences in the schools, there are no exceptions when it comes
to the need for a crisis management plan. Fink (1986) suggests that inadequate
planning is no longer an excuse for the lives that could be lost because o f the lack of
planning and preparation. He recommends a comprehensive crisis management
plan. This plan should include crises by categories to help the crisis management
team save time procedurally and allow the team time to deal with the content o f the
crisis. Quality decision-making and stress are reduced when a crisis management
plan is developed and implemented. Basic plans should include support for
implementing procedures and special plans that deal with a particular school
building. Schools can design their own plans to meet their individual needs.
Schools should keep in mind their student population, their staff expertise, tragedies
that may have already occurred, and community resources. Vidal (1989) reports that
a lot of time is required to develop an effective, comprehensive crisis management
plan. The development of the plan is the most important activity o f the crisis team.
School crisis management plans should be included in basic school
operations. According to Giustina and Daniel (1988) it is essential that the duties are
performed and carried out properly during and following a crisis situation. Planning
should begin with the school district and school coordinator. The school board and
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the district superintendent should provide their full support. All community
resources should be part o f the planning process. A plan written by a district
coordinator alone is useless if an actual emergency or crisis occurs. Adequate
preparation by the district, the school buildings, and the community resources helps
in achieving a quicker and more effective response (ADE, 1992).
According to Gilliam (1994) a crisis plan that is easily understood by the
entire building faculty is needed before a crisis occurs. This knowledge and
understanding helps prevent chaos that often occurs with an unanticipated crisis.
When a serious crisis occurs, emotions can run high and this can hinder the decision
making process. It is for this reason that Gilliam (1994) stresses the need for a crisis
management plan.
The initial function o f the crisis management team is to determine what
constitutes a crisis (Hunt, 1981; Jay, 1989; Serafin, 1990). Vidal (1989) maintains
that the crisis management plan should be updated every 2 years. It is also
recommended that all school personnel receive annual in-service training (Phi Delta
Kappa Educational Foundation, 1988). The principal and the crisis management
team must evaluate the effectiveness o f the pi,in and problems that may be
encountered.
Formal crisis management plans are mandated in many states. However,
some states require only a basic plan, which may only be informally used. Even
though there has been an increase in tragic events in and around schools, many
school systems do not have crisis management plans. In a study by Palmo, Langlois,
and Bender (1988), the authors visited 15 different schools in Pennsylvania over a
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period o f 1 year and found that none of the schools had policies or procedures that
related to handling a crisis situation. Serafin (1990) stated that many systems are not
prepared for tragic events, and some school systems have only implemented crisis
management plans as a result of a tragedy (Lowe, 1987; Ruof et al., 1987). O f the
schools that have developed crisis management plans, some o f the plans are
outdated, incomplete, neglected, and ignored until they are needed (Stevenson,
Pellicer, & Surrant, 1983).
Crisis management plans must meet certain necessary criteria. Procedures
for the following crisis situations should be included in the plan: bomb threats,
mechanical malfunctions (boiler explosion, etc.), tornados, fire, gas leaks, armed
intruders, chemical spills, campus accidents, and any hazards that may be unique to
the geographical area in which the school is located, such as hurricanes and
earthquakes (Stevenson et al., 1983).
In addition to policies and procedures during a crisis situation, a system of
good communication is also needed. More than one person should be able to access
emergency telephone numbers and other communication systems, locate shutoffs for
utilities, and have access to master keys to electrical cabinets and to the building.
Alternate procedures and individuals are needed for emergency communication,
movement inside and outside of the building, and assigning responsibilities when
designated individuals are absent (Stevenson et al., 1983).
In summary, the worst time to prepare for a crisis is after the crisis has
already happened. Advance planning and training can guarantee that a crisis does
not bring the entire organization to a standstill. Schools do not want to lose sight of
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the normal day to day duties as they attempt to solve the aspects of a crisis. Advance
planning and preparation minimizes the impact o f the crisis (Quarles, 1993).
Characteristics of an Effective Crisis Management Plan
According to the U.S. Department o f Education (1998), a sound crisis
prevention and response plan reflects the common and the unique needs o f educators,
students, families, and the greater community. The crisis plan outlines how all
individuals in a school community will be prepared to spot the behavioral and
emotional signs that indicate a troubled child and what they will need to do. The
crisis plan should also demonstrate how school and community resources could be
used to create safe environments and to manage responses to acute threats and
incidents o f a crisis.
An effective written crisis management plan, according to the U.S.
Department of Education (1998), includes:
S

Descriptions of the "early warning signs" of potentially violent behavior,

S

Procedures for identifying children who exhibit these signs,

S

Descriptions of effective prevention practices the school community has
undertaken to build a foundation that is responsive to all children and
enhances the effectiveness of interventions,

S

The descriptions of intervention strategies the school community can use to help
troubled children, and

S

A crisis intervention plan that includes immediate responses for imminent
warning signs and violent behavior, as well as a contingency plan to be
used in the aftermath, (p. 23)
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Again, the preplanning and the organization o f a crisis management plan are crucial
in the attempt to successfully deal with crisis situations.
Summary
Schools have had to manage crises or tragic situations in or around the
school building. School personnel are responsible for the safety o f the students of
their school. Virtually all schools have some type o f natural disaster plan in place
for tornado, fire, hurricane, or flood. Schools are finding it increasingly necessary to
prepare for a multitude of other potential crises. Each school building needs to
develop and implement a crisis management plan. Each school needs to have a
competent, capable crisis team available and prepared to handle a crisis situation.
The planning and administration of a crisis management plan is needed to assist the
school to continue to operate as smoothly as possible.
According to the U.S. Department o f Education (1998), an effective crisis
plan includes characteristics that are responsive to all children, steps to ensure that
all staff, students, and families can identify early warning signs, interventions for
at-risk students, and the procedures for preventing, intervening, and responding to
the aftermath of a crisis. Because there appears to be a lack o f relevant research that
deals primarily with elementary schools, and there are more elementary schools than
any other kind of school in the United States, and because all schools are vulnerable,
school districts need to know how elementary school personnel react to crises so they
can better understand and predict crisis experiences. School districts need to know
that schools are being proactive when it comes to crisis management. School
districts need to know how principals perceive their current crisis management plan,
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or if they even have a plan written. Knowing more about crisis management in
elementary schools will provide information that can be used to produce the best
plans and maximize the odds that can prevent, minimize, and control crises in
schools.
There appears to be little to no evidence about the characteristics o f crisis
management plans as they pertain to elementary schools. A quantitative study,
surveying the perceptions of the characteristics o f crisis management plans by
elementary principals, would give an in-depth understanding on the crisis plans that
are being utilized by elementary schools. Extending the knowledge o f how crises are
handled in elementary schools could make a contribution to theories of
organizations, because such research would help to explain what happens during a
crisis. This research could promote strategic planning for future crises based on the
theme of crisis prevention rather than crisis reaction.

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

43

CHAPTER 3
Methodology
Research Design
The purpose of this quantitative study, which involves a survey procedure,
was to:
•S Assess the views of Nebraska elementary school principals about crisis management
plans, the characteristics of crisis management plans, and the importance o f crisis
management plans.
•S Assess the views of Nebraska elementary school principals on the likelihood o f a
violent incident occurring in their school.
S Assess Nebraska elementary school principals’ views o f their school staff readiness to
prevent or respond to a violent incident.
S Relate the views o f Nebraska elementary school principals on the likelihood o f a
violent incident and readiness to respond to the principals’ perception o f importance.
s Relate school district size to the principals’ perception o f importance.
S Relate past history of violence in an elementary school building to the principals’
perception of importance.
Population and Sample
The population for this study included all o f the public elementary school
principals in Nebraska. These principals were in positions to identify the
characteristics necessary in a successful crisis management plan. A random sample
o f 300 principals, stratified by school district size, was included in the study.
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Demographic data on gender, age, years o f experience, and degree o f the principals
were collected.
O f the 188 surveys returned, 68% had K-6 grades in their school
buildings, 7% had K-8 grades in their school building, and 25% had K-12 grades in
their school building. O f the 188 surveys returned, 58% o f the principals were male.
O f the surveys returned, 2% of the principals were 30 years old or less, 13% o f the
principals were 3 1 to 40 years of age, 40% o f the principals were 41 to 50 years o f
age, 40% o f the principals were 51 to 60 years o f age, and 5% of the principals were
over 60 years of age. O f the surveys returned, 37% o f the principals had M. A.
degrees, 26% of the principals had M.S. degrees, 29% o f the principals had a
Specialist degree, 7% of the principals had an Ed.D., and 1% o f the principals had a
Ph.D. O f the surveys returned, 7% of the principals had 1 year or less experience,
10% of the principals had 1 to 3 years o f experience, 15% of the principals had 3 to 5
years o f experience, 15% had 5 to 10 years o f experience, and 53% had more than 10
years o f experience as a school administrator.
Variables
This study included the following variables:
V Elements that should be included in a crisis management plan,
V Principals’ views of elements,
V Principals’ views of the likelihood o f a violent incident occurring in their
building,
V Principals’ views on the school staff readiness to prevent or respond to a violent
incident,
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S

School district size,

S

Present problems in current school building, and

S

Past history of violence in the responding principals’ schools.

These variables were determined by the answers given on the survey by the sample
o f Nebraska elementary school principals.
The dependent variable was the importance of a crisis management plan in
the elementary school. This was determined by the individual principal's perceptions
when responding to the survey questions. The importance score for each
characteristic served to create this variable.
Data Collection Procedure
The sample surveyed in this study included a stratified random sample o f
elementary schools from small, medium, and large school districts in the state of
Nebraska. The school districts within the state o f Nebraska were placed within five
classes by the Statistics and Facts About Nebraska Schools (Nebraska Department of
Education, 1997-98b), Class 1-any school district that maintains only elementary
grades, Class 2-any school district with a tenitory having a population o f 1,000
inhabitants or less, Class 3-any school district with a territory having a population of
1,000 to 100,000, Class 4-any school district with a territory having a population of
more than 100,000 to 200,000, and Class 5-any school district with a territory having
a population of more than 200,000.
From these five classes, the districts were divided into three groups (large,
medium, and small school districts). Large school districts included those districts
with a population of 100,000 or more, medium school districts included districts with
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a population o f 1,000-99,999, and small school districts included those with a
population of 999 or less. From each o f the three groups, approximately one-half o f
the school districts were identified for the proportional sample. The total number of
large districts within Nebraska is 94, and 50 elementary schools within those districts
were randomly selected for the sample; 398 districts are within the medium group,
and 200 elementary schools within those districts were randomly selected for the
sample; and the small districts consist o f 88 districts, and 50 elementary schools
within those districts were randomly selected for the study. The names and
addresses of all the elementary school principals were obtained from the Nebraska
Education Directory (Nebraska Department of Education, 1997-98a).
The survey was sent out to 300 Nebraska elementary school principals on
March 31, 2000. The survey information included (a) a cover letter containing a
brief explanation, instructions, a return date, and the assurance o f confidentiality (see
Appendix A), (b) the survey (see Appendix B), and (c) demographic information
(see Appendix C). The principals were asked to return the survey within 10 days of
receiving it. The surveys were numbered from 1 to 300 so when the surveys were
returned, they could be accounted for. A follow-up reminder postcard was mailed
out 1 week after the due date to those principals who had not responded in order to
increase the response rate.
By April 12, 2000, 154 of the 300 surveys sent out were returned. A
follow-up reminder postcard was sent out on April 12, 2000. By May 1, 2000, an
additional 34 surveys were returned. Of the 50 surveys mailed to elementary
principals in small school districts, 28 were returned for a return rate of 56%. O f the
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200 surveys mailed to elementary principals o f schools in medium school districts,
131 were returned for a return rate o f 66%. O f the 50 surveys mailed to principals o f
schools in large school districts, 29 were returned for a return rate o f 58%. In total
188 of the 300 surveys (28 small school districts, 131 medium school districts, and
29 large school districts) were returned for an overall return rate of 63%.
Instrumentation
A survey instrument was designed to gather data to answer the research
questions of the study. The survey included 21 crisis management characteristics
developed from the Early Warning Timely Response written by the U.S. Department
of Education (1998)(see Appendix D).
To provide evidence o f content validity, five experts in the area o f crisis
management reviewed the survey questions. The experts were asked to review the
questionnaire for appropriateness and clarity. A pilot study was completed during
spring 2000 to test the research instrument. The pilot study was used to determine if
the instrument obtained the information it was intended to obtain. Modifications to
the instrument were made prior to use with the study sample. The pilot study was
conducted by sending a draft instrument to 20 randomly selected elementary school
principals in Nebraska. The reliability estimate o f the importance items from the
survey was .96 using coefficient alpha.
The survey used for the investigation was designed primarily to analyze
the similarities and differences o f the perceptions of public elementary school
principals concerning the importance o f 21 selected crisis management
characteristics.
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Research Questions
S

Research Question One: According to Nebraska elementary school principals, to
what extent are crisis management plans in place?

S

Research Question Two: According to Nebraska elementary school principals,
what elements should be included in an elementary school building crisis
management plan?

S

Research Question Three: According to Nebraska elementary school principals,
what is the perceived importance o f the elements o f a crisis management plan?

S

Research Question Four: According to Nebraska elementary school principals,
what are their views of the likelihood o f a violent incident occurring in their
school building?

S

Research Question Five: According to Nebraska elementary school principals,
what are their views of their school staff readiness to prevent or respond to a
violent incident occurring in their school building?

S

Research Questions Six: How does the perceived importance of a crisis
management plan relate to the Nebraska elementary school principals’ views on
their school staffs’ readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring
in their building?

S

Research Question Seven: Is the perceived importance o f a crisis management
plan related to school district size?

S

Research Question Eight: According to Nebraska elementary school principals,
how does the past history of a violent incident relate to the importance o f a crisis
management plan?
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Data Analysis
Research question one (according to Nebraska elementary school
principals, to what extent are crisis management plans in place) was investigated
using descriptive statistics to determine the extent o f crisis management plans in
Nebraska elementary schools.
Research question two (according to Nebraska elementary school
principals, what elements should be included in an elementary school building crisis
management plan) was investigated using descriptive statistics to determine the
elements that should be included in a crisis management plan.
Research question three (according to Nebraska elementary school
principals, what is the perceived importance o f the elements o f a crisis management
plan) was investigated using descriptive statistics to determine the importance of the
elements that should be included in a crisis management plan.
Research question four (according to Nebraska elementary school
principals, what are Nebraska elementary school principals’ views o f the likelihood
of a violent incident occurring in their school building) was investigated using
descriptive statistics to determine the likelihood o f a violent incident occurring in
their school building.
Research question five (according to Nebraska elementary school
principals, what are Nebraska elementary school principals’ views o f their school
staffs’ readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring in their school
building) was investigated by using descriptive statistics to determine school staff
readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident.
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Research question six (how does the perceived importance o f a crisis
management plan relate to the Nebraska elementary school principals’ views on their
school staffs’ readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring in their
building) was investigated using t-tests. The independent variables included school
staffs’ readiness, and the dependent variable was the mean of the importance items.
Research question seven (is the perceived importance o f a crisis
management plan related to school district size) was investigated using a one-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA). The independent variable was school district size.
The mean o f the importance items was used as a single dependent variable.
Research question eight (according to Nebraska elementary school
principals, how does the past history o f a violent incident relate to the importance of
a crisis management plan) was investigated using a t-test. The independent variable
was the past history of a violent incident, and the dependent variable was the mean
of the importance items. Because multiple statistical tests were conducted, a .01
level of significance was used to control for Type I errors.
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CHAPTER 4
Results
The purpose o f this quantitative study was to assess the views o f Nebraska
elementary school principals about crisis management plans.
Research Question One
According to Nebraska elementary school principals, to what extent are
crisis management plans in place? To answer the first question, survey questions la,
2a, 3a, 4a, and 5a, and descriptive statistics were used. The data are displayed in
Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4.
Ninety-one percent o f the respondents, regardless o f school district size,
reported having written policies that defined a reasoned and professional course of
action to take during a crisis (see Table 1). That left 9% o f the schools surveyed
without a defined course of action to take during a crisis. O f the principals
responding from small, medium, and large districts, 79%, 92%, and 100% had
written policies, respectively (la) (see Tables 2, 3, and 4).
Ninety-two percent of the respondents, regardless of school district size,
reported having crisis management plans (see Table 1). That left 8% o f the schools
surveyed with no over all crisis management plan. O f the principals responding
from small, medium, and large districts, 79%, 93%, and 100% had crisis
management plans, respectively (2a) (see Tables 2, 3, and 4).
Thirty-nine percent of the respondents, regardless o f school district size,
indicated that their school personnel wrote their crisis management plans; 48%
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Table 1
The Extent Crisis Management Plans and Crisis Teams are in Place
Elements

# o f yes cases

%

la-Written Policies

170

91%

2a-Crisis Plan

166

92%

3a-Crisis Team

162

89%

4a-Active Crisis Response Team

153

85%

22

13%

District Plan

85

48%

School Plan

69

39%

5a-Crisis Plan-District & School Plan
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Table 2
The Extent Crisis Management Plans and Crisis Teams are in Place by Small School
Districts
Elements

# o f yes cases

%

la-Written Policies

22

79%

2a-Crisis Plan

22

79%

3a-Crisis Team

22

79%

4a-Active Crisis Response Team

21

75%

1

4%

District Plan

12

48%

School Plan

12

48%

5a-Crisis Plan-District & School Plan
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Table 3
The Extent Crisis Management Plans and Crisis Teams are in Place bv Medium
School Districts
Elements

# o f yes cases

%

la-Written Policies

119

92%

2a-Crisis Plan

115

93%

3a-Crisis Team

114

91%

4a-Active Crisis Response Team

107

86%

9

15%

District Plan

72

59%

School Plan

32

26%

5a-Crisis Plan-District & School Plan
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Table 4
The Extent Crisis Management Plans and Crisis Teams are in Place bv Large School
Districts
Elements

# of yes cases

%

la-Written Policies

29

100%

2a-Crisis Plan

29

100%

3a-Crisis Team

26

90%

4a-Active Crisis Response Team

25

89%

3

10%

District Plan

1

4%

School Plan

25

86%

5a-Crisis Plan-District & School Plan
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indicated that district personnel wrote the plan, and 13% indicated that the plan was
written by both school and district personnel (5a). Eighty-nine percent o f the
respondents had a crisis team (3a), and 85% had an active crisis response team (4a).
Research Question Two
According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what elements should
be included in an elementary school building crisis management plan? This second
question was answered using survey questions 6a, 7a, 1 la, 12a, 13a, 15a, and 16 and
descriptive statistics. The data are displayed in Tables 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9.
The percentage o f respondents that agreed an element should be included
in a crisis management plan varied across the elements (see Table 5). When
investigated by school district size, the percentages o f principals that agreed an
element should be included in a crisis management plan varied across the small,
medium, and large school districts (see Tables 6, 7, and 8).
The percentage o f respondents, who indicated they had the five responsive
and safe school characteristics in their school, never fell below 90% (6a).
Specifically, the percentages were a focus on academic achievement (94%),
involvement o f families (92%), links to the community (90%), treatment o f equal
respect (95%), and feelings and concerns expressed openly (92%) (see Table 5).
When investigated by school district size, 86% o f the principals in small
school districts, 95% of those in medium school districts, and 100% o f those in large
school districts indicated they had a focus on academic achievement. Eighty-six
percent of the principals in small school districts, 93% o f those in medium school
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Table 5
Elements That Should Be Included in a Crisis Management Plan

Elements
6a-Responsive & Safe School

Uof yes cases

%

Academic Focus

174

94%

Involvement of Families

171

92%

Links to the Community

166

90%

Treatment of Equal Respect

175

95%

Feelings and Concerns are expressed Openly

171

92%

Social Withdrawal

149

86%

Isolation

141

81%

Violence victim

139

80%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

154

89%

Violence

154

89%

Anger

155

89%

Drug Abuse

136

78%

Discipline Problems

163

94%

lla-Students at Risk

172

95%

12a-Severe Behavior Problems

148

82%

Partnership with Child

161

88%

Partnership with School

157

86%

Partnership with Home

140

77%

Partnership with Community

104

57%

Inform Parents

173

94%

Maintain Confidentiality

169

92%

Intervention Available

154

84%

Coordination of Services

154

83%

Staff Requests for Assistance

172

94%

15a-Safety Procedures for Crisis Situation

169

93%

7a-Identification of Eariy Warning Signs

13a-Strategies for Early Intervention
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Table 6
Elements That Should Be Included in a Crisis M anagement Plan bv Small Districts

Elements____________________________________________# of ves cases___________________ %
6a-Responsive & Safe School
Academic Focus

24

86%

Involvement of Families

24

86%

Links to the Community

22

79%

Treatment of Equal Respect

23

82%

Feelings and Concerns are expressed Openly

23

82%

Social Withdrawal

19

68%

Isolation

16

57%

Violence victim

19

68%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

20

71%

Violence

22

79%

Anger

22

79%

Drug Abuse

17

61%

Discipline Problems

22

79%

lla-Students at Risk

24

89%

12a-Severe Behavior Problems

18

72%

Partnership with Child

19

68%

Partnership with School

19

68*/*

Partnership with Home

16

57%

8

29%

Inform Parents

24

86*/*

Maintain Confidentiality

24

86%

Intervention Available

20

71*/*

Coordination of Services

20

71%

Staff Requests for Assistance

25

89%

15a-Safety Procedures for Crisis Situation

23

89%

7a-Identification of Early Warning Signs

13a-Strategies for Early Intervention

Partnership with Community
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Table 7
Elements That Should Be Included in a Crisis Management Plan bv Medium Districts

Elements

# of ves cases

%

6a-Responsive & Safe School
Academic Focus

120

9S%

Involvement of Families

118

93%

Links to the Community

115

91%

Treatment of Equal Respect

122

96%

Feelings and Concerns are expressed Openly

119

94%

104

88%

Isolation

99

84%

Violence victim

97

82%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

107

91%

Violence

107

91%

Anger

106

90%

93

79%

113

96%

lla-Students at Risk

119

95%

12a-Severe Behavior Problems

104

82%

Partnership with Child

112

90%

Partnership with School

109

88%

Partnership with Home

97

78%

Partnership with Community

73

59%

Inform Parents

120

96%

Maintain Confidentiality

118

94%

Intervention Available

106

85%

Coordination of Services

104

83%

Staff Requests for Assistance

119

95%

15a-Safeiy Procedures for Crisis Situation

118

92%

7a-Identification of Early Warning Signs
Social Withdrawal

Drug Abuse
Discipline Problems

13a-Strategies for Early Intervention
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T able 8
Elements That Should Be Included in a Crisis Management Plan by Large Districts

Elements_____________________________________________# of ves cases__________________ %
6a-Responsive & Safe School
Academic Focus

30

100%

Involvement of Families

29

97%

links to the Community

29

97%

Treatment of Equal Respect

30

100%

Feelings and Concerns are expressed Openly

29

97%

Social Withdrawal

26

93%

Isolation

26

93%

Violence victim

23

82%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

27

96%

Violence

25

89%

Anger

27

96%

Drug Abuse

26

93%

Discipline Problems

28

100%

lla-Students at Risk

29

100%

12a-Severe Behavior Problems

26

90%

Partnership with Child

30

100Vo

Partnership with School

29

97%

Partnership with Home

27

90%

Partnership with Community

23

77%

Inform Parents

29

97%

Maintain Confidentiality

27

90%

Intervention Available

28

93%

Coordination of Services

28

93%

Staff Requests for Assistance

28

93%

28

100*/*

7a-Identification of Early Warning Signs

13a-Strategies for Early Intervention

15a-Safety Procedures for Crisis Situation
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districts, and 97% o f those in large school districts indicated they had involvement of
families. Seventy-nine percent of the principals in small school districts, 91% o f
those in medium school districts, and 97% of those in large school districts indicated
they had links to community resources. Eighty-two percent o f the principals in small
school districts, 96% of those in medium school districts, and 100% o f those in large
school districts indicated they provided treatment o f equal respect. Eighty-two
percent o f the principals in small school districts, 94% o f those in medium school
districts, and 97% o f those in large school districts indicated feelings and concerns
were expressed openly (see Tables 6, 7, and 8).
When asked if schools had taken steps to ensure understanding o f the
principles underlying the identification o f the early warning signs, principals’
responses varied across warning signs (7a): social withdrawal (86%), isolation
(81%), violence victim (80%), low school interest and low academic performance
(89%), violence (89%), anger (89%), drug abuse (78%), and discipline problems
(94%) (see Table 5).
When investigated by school district size, 68% o f the principals in small
school districts, 88% of those in medium school districts, and 93% o f those in large
districts indicated steps had been taken to identify social withdrawal. Fifty-seven
percent o f the principals in small school districts, 84% o f those in medium school
districts, and 93% o f those in large school districts indicated steps had been taken to
identify isolation. Sixty-eight percent o f the principals in small school districts, 82%
of those in medium school districts, and 82% o f those in large school districts
indicated steps had been taken to identify violence victims. Seventy-one percent of
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the principals in small school districts, 91% o f those in medium school districts, and
96% of those in large school districts indicated steps had been taken to identify low
school interest and low academic performance. Seventy-nine percent o f the
principals in small school districts, 91% o f those in medium school districts, and
89% of those in large school districts indicated steps had been taken to identify
violence. Seventy-nine percent o f the principals in small school districts, 90% of
those in medium school districts, and 96% o f those in large school districts indicated
steps had been taken to identify anger. Sixty-one percent o f the principals in small
school districts, 79% of those in medium school districts, and 93% o f those in large
school districts indicated steps had been taken to identify drug abuse. Seventy-nine
percent of the principals in small school districts, 96% o f those in medium school
districts, and 100% of those in large school districts indicated steps had been taken to
identify discipline problems (see Tables 6, 7, and 8).
O f the principals responding to the survey, 95% indicated that their school
staff made early intervention available for students at risk o f behavior problems
(11a), and 82% provided individualized, intensive intervention for students with
severe behavior problems (12a). The percentage o f the respondents who indicated
that their schools had schoolwide prevention strategies in place to support early
intervention varied across strategies (13a) (see Table 5).
O f the principals responding to the survey, 93% indicated that the schools
had procedures for intervening during a crisis to ensure safety (15a). The percentage
of the respondents who indicated that their schools used various individuals after a
crisis situation varied across type o f individual (see Table 9).
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Table 9

Type of Individuals Used in Crisis Follow-up
Individual
Counselors

#yes
(total)
173

%
95%

# yes
%
(small)
24
92%

# yes
(med)
125

%
98%

# yes
(large)
24

%
83%

Parents

no

61%

19

73%

71

56%

20

69%

Psychologists

99

54%

15

58%

57

45%

27

93%

Teachers

155

85%

20

77%

107

84%

28

97%

Social Workers

62

34%

5

19%

43

34%

14

48%

Others (Clergy,
Community Agencies etc.)

71

39%

4

15%

50

40%

17

59%
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Research Question Three
According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what is the
perceived importance o f the elements o f a crisis management plan? The importance
items were rated on a Likert Scale from 1 to 5. Not important was 1, somewhat
important was 2, important was 3, very important was 4, and extremely important
was 5. This question was answered by using survey questions lb through 18b and
descriptive statistics.
Sixty-two percent o f the principals responding indicated written policies
were extremely important (lb). When investigated by school district size, 46% o f the
principals in small school districts, 62% o f those in medium school districts, and
76% o f those in large school districts indicated that written policies were extremely
important.
Sixty-nine percent o f the principals responding indicated crisis
management plans were extremely important (2b). When investigated by school
district size, 54% o f the principals in small school districts, 69% o f those in medium
school districts, and 83% o f those in large school districts indicated crisis
management plans were extremely important.
Sixty-two percent o f the principals responding indicated crisis plans
written by either the district or the school were extremely important (5b). When
investigated by school district size, 48% o f the principals in small school districts,
63% o f those in medium school districts, and 72% o f those in large school districts
indicated crisis plans written by either the district or the school were extremely
important.
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Sixty-two percent o f the principals responding indicated that having a
crisis team was extremely important (3b). When investigated by school district size,
56% o f the principals in small school districts, 62% o f those in medium school
districts, and 69% o f those in large school districts indicated having a crisis team was
extremely important.
Fifty-eight percent o f the principals responding indicated that having a
crisis response team was extremely important (4b). When investigated by school
district size, 52% o f the principals in small school districts, 57% o f those in medium
school districts, and 70% o f those in large school districts indicated that having a
crisis response team was extremely important.
Seventy-seven percent of the principals responding indicated that the
following responsive and safe school characteristics were extremely important ( 6 b):
a focus on academic achievement, involvement of families, links to the community,
treatment o f equal respect, and feelings and concerns expressed openly. When
investigated by school district size, 69% of the principals in small school districts,
73% of those in medium school districts, and 100% o f those in large school districts
indicated responsive and safe school characteristics were extremely important.
Sixty-seven percent of the principals responding indicated that taking
steps to ensure an understanding of the principles underlying the identification o f the
following early warning signs was extremely important (7b): social withdrawal,
isolation, violence victim, low school interest and low academic performance,
violence, anger, drug abuse, and discipline problems. When investigated by school
district size, 70% of the principals in small school districts, 64% o f those in medium
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school districts, and 82% of those in large school districts indicated that
understanding of the principles underlying the identification o f early warning signs
was extremely important.
Sixty-seven percent o f the principals responding indicated that it was
extremely important for their staff to be able to identify the early warning signs ( 8 b).
When investigated by school district size, 66 % o f the principals in small school
districts, 64% of those in medium school districts, and 83% o f those in large school
districts indicated it was extremely important for their staff to be able to identify the
early warning signs.
Sixty-eight percent of the principals responding indicated it was extremely
important for their staff to be able to respond to the early warning signs (9b). When
investigated by school district size, 6 8 % o f the principals in small school districts,
65% o f those in medium school districts, and 89% o f those in large school districts
indicated it was extremely important for their staff to be able to respond to the early
warning signs.
Fifty-eight percent of the principals responding indicated that it was
extremely important for their school staff to understand the principles o f early
intervention (10b). When investigated by school district size, 56% o f the principals
in small school districts, 56% of those in medium school districts, and 72% o f those
in large school districts indicated it was extremely important for their school staff to
understand the principles o f early intervention.
Fifty-six percent o f the principals responding indicated it was extremely
important to make early intervention available to students at risk o f behavior
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problems (lib ). When investigated by school district size, 54% of the principals in
small school districts, 52% of those in medium school districts, and 76% o f those in
large school districts indicated it was extremely important to make early intervention
available to students at risk o f behavior problems.
Sixty-six percent of the principals responding indicated it was extremely
important to provide individualized, intensive interventions for students with severe
behavior problems (12b). When investigated by school district size, 60% o f the
principals in small school districts, 65% o f those in medium school districts, and
79% o f those in large school districts indicated it was extremely important to provide
individualized, intensive interventions for students with severe behavior problems.
Sixty-two percent o f the principals responding indicated that having the
following schoolwide prevention strategies in place to support early intervention was
extremely important (13b): an established partnership with the child, school, home,
and community; informed parents; maintaining confidentiality and privacy rights;
interventions available; coordination of services; and simple staff requests for
assistance. When investigated by school district size, 54% o f the principals in small
school districts, 59% of those in medium school districts, and 82% of those in large
school districts indicated having schoolwide prevention strategies in place to support
early interventions was extremely important.
Sixty percent of the principals responding indicated that understanding
crisis response was extremely important (14b). When investigated by school district
size, 52% o f the principals in small school districts, 60% o f those in medium school
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districts, and 74% o f those in large school districts indicated that understanding crisis
response was extremely important.
Seventy-five percent of the principals responding indicated having
procedures for intervening during a crisis to ensure safety was extremely important
(15b). When investigated by school district size, 69% o f the principals in small
school districts, 72% of those in medium school districts, and 96% o f those in large
school districts indicated that having procedures for intervening during a crisis to
ensure safety was extremely important.
Sixty-one percent of the principals responding indicated that it was
extremely important for their staff to know how to respond to a crisis (17b). When
investigated by school district size, 63% o f the principals in small school districts,
58% o f those in medium school districts, and 72% o f those in large school districts
indicated it was extremely important for their staff to know how to respond to a
crisis.
Sixty-eight percent o f the principals responding indicated that it was
extremely important for their staff to have the knowledge and readiness to address a
violent incident (18b). When investigated by school district size, 6 6 % o f the
principals in small school districts, 64% o f those in medium school districts, and
86 % o f those in large school districts indicated it was extremely important for their

staff to have the knowledge and readiness to address a violent incident.
Research Question Four
According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what are their views
o f the likelihood of a violent incident occurring in their school building? This
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question was answered using survey questions 20 and 2 1 , and descriptive statistics.
The data are displayed in Tables 10, 11, 12, and 13 by problem, perception, and
percentage.
When asked if a violent incident had occurred in their school building or
surrounding community, 11% o f the respondents indicated a murder had occurred,
56% o f the respondents indicated an accidental death had occurred, 31% o f the
respondents indicated a suicide had occurred, 32% of the respondents indicated a
health-related death had occurred, and 15% of the respondents indicated a violent
death had occurred. The following incidents were perceived as minor problems
among the principals in small school districts, the principals in medium school
districts, and the principals in large school districts: tardiness (55%), student
absenteeism (43%), physical conflicts among students (60%), and verbal abuse o f
staff (45%) (see Table 10).
Principals in small school districts perceived the following as minor
problems: theft (34%) and student drug use (35%) (see Table 11). Student alcohol
abuse (34%) and student tobacco use (23%) were perceived as moderate problems by
principals in small school districts (see Table 11). Principals in medium school
districts perceived the following incidents as minor problems: theft (37%), vandalism
(37%), student drug use (29%), and student tobacco use (34%) (see Table 12).
Principals in large school districts perceived the following incidents as minor
problems: weapons (21%) and racial tensions (21%) (see Table 13).
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Table 10
The Extent of Problems Occurring in Elementary Schools

Tardiness

Not a
Problem
20%

Student Absent

39%

43%

16%

2%

Physical Conflicts

27%

60%

11%

2%

Theft

62%

33%

5%

0%

Vandalism

62%

33%

4%

1%

Student Alcohol

63%

16%

16%

5%

Student Drug Use

68%

27%

5%

0%

Sale of Drugs

96%

2%

1%

1%

Student Tobacco

63%

28%

7%

2%

Weapons

82%

17%

1%

0%

Trespassing

81%

14%

4%

1%

Verbal Abuse
of Staff

47%

45%

5%

3%

Physical Abuse
of Staff

83%

15%

1%

1%

Teacher Absent

70%

28%

2%

0%

Staff Alcohol/Drug 93%

7%

0%

0%

Racial Tensions

88%

11%

1%

0%

Gangs

91%

8%

1%

1%

Murder

98%

1%

1%

0%

Accidental Death

82%

14%

3%

1%

Suicide

95%

4%

1%

0%

Health Death

84%

12%

4%

0%

Violent Death

94%

4%

2%

1%

Problem

Minor
Problem
55%

Moderate
Problem
23%

Serious
Problem
2%
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Table 11
The Extent of Problems Occurring in Small Elementary School Districts

Problem

Minor
Problem
58%

Moderate
Problem
23%

Serious
Problem
0%

Tardiness

Not a
Problem
19%

Student Absent

31%

46%

23%

0%

Physical Conflicts

23%

65%

8%

4%

Theft

58%

34%

8%

0%

Vandalism

69%

27%

4%

0%

Student Alcohol

42%

12%

34%

12%

Student Drug Use

54%

35%

11%

0%

Sale of Drugs

92%

4%

4%

0%

Student Tobacco

54%

19%

23%

4%

Weapons

92%

8%

0%

0%

Trespassing

76%

12%

12%

0%

Verbal Abuse
Of Staff

54%

31%

11%

4%

Physical Abuse
of Staff

89%

11%

0%

0%

Teacher Absent

73%

27%

0%

0%

Staff Alcohol/Drug 92%

8%

0%

0%

Racial Tensions

96%

4%

0%

0%

Gangs

96%

4%

0%

0%

Murder

100%

0%

0%

0%

Accidental Death

81%

15%

4%

0%

Suicide

96%

4%

0%

0%

Health Death

89%

11%

0%

0%

Violent Death

96%

4%

0%

0%
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Table 12
The Extent of Problems Occurring in Medium Elementary School Districts

Problem

Minor
Problem
56%

Moderate
Problem
21%

Serious
Problem
2%

Tardiness

Not a
Problem
21%

Student Absent

38%

46%

13%

3%

Physical Conflicts

29%

61%

10%

0%

Theft

60%

37%

3%

0%

Vandalism

58%

37%

3%

2%

Student Alcohol

60%

19%

16%

5%

Student Drug Use

67%

29%

4%

0%

Sale of Drugs

97%

3%

0%

0%

Student Tobacco

59%

34%

5%

2%

Weapons

81%

18%

0%

0%

Trespassing

81%

16%

2%

1%

Verbal Abuse
of Staff

48%

46%

5%

1%

Physical Abuse
of Staff

84%

15%

1%

0%

Teacher Absent

74%

24%

2%

0%

Staff Alcohol/Drug 94%

6%

0%

0%

Racial Tensions

89%

9%

2%

0%

Gangs

91%

9%

0%

0%

M urder

98%

1%

1%

0%

Accidental Death

82%

14%

3%

1%

Suicide

93%

5%

2%

0%

Health Death

82%

13%

5%

0%

Violent Death

96%

2%

2%

0%
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Table 13

The Extent of Problems Occurring in Large Elementary School Districts
Not a
Problem
21%

Minor
Problem
45%

Moderate
Problem
27%

Student Absent

48%

24%

21%

7%

Physical Conflicts

28%

48%

17%

27%

Theft

69%

21%

10%

0%

Vandalism

69%

24%

7%

0%

Student Alcohol

93%

7%

0%

0%

Student Drug Use

86%

10%

4%

0%

Sale of Drugs

94%

3%

3%

0%

Student Tobacco

86%

12%

0%

0%

Weapons

79%

21%

0%

0%

Trespassing

86%

7%

7%

0%

Verbal Abuse
of Staff

33%

52%

4%

11%

Physical Abuse
of Staff

76%

18%

3%

3%

Teacher Absent

52%

45%

3%

0%

Staff Alcohol/Drug

90%

10%

0%

0%

Racial Tensions

79%

21%

0%

0%

Gang

83%

10%

3%

3%

Murder

93%

7%

0%

0%

Suicide

100%

0%

0%

0%

Accidental Death

83%

14%

3%

0%

Health Death

90%

7%

3%

0%

Violent Death

83%

10%

3%

3%

Problem
Tardiness

Serious
Problem
7%
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Research Question Five
According to Nebraska elementary school principals, what are their views
of their school staff readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring in
their school building? This question was answered using survey questions 8 a, 9a,
10a, 14a, 17a, and 18a and descriptive statistics. The data are displayed in Tables
14, 15, 16, 17 and 18.
The percentage of principals, regardless of school size, that indicated that
their school staff could identify the following early warning signs ranged from 72%
per element to 96% per element ( 8 a). Specifically, the percentages were social
withdrawal (90%), isolation ( 86 %), violence victim (83%), low social interest and
academic performance (95%), violence (95%), anger (94%), drug abuse (72%), and
discipline problems (96%) (see Table 14).
When investigated by school district size, 79% o f the principals in small
school districts, 91% o f those in medium school districts, and 97% o f those in large
school districts indicated that the school staff could identify social withdrawal.
Seventy-one percent of the principals in small school districts, 87% o f those in
medium school districts, and 97% o f those in large school districts indicated
that the school staff could identify isolation. Seventy-five percent o f the principals
in small school districts, 84% o f those in medium school districts, and 86 % o f those
in large school districts indicated that the school staff could identify a violence
victim. Eighty-six percent of the principals in small school districts, 96% o f those in
medium school districts, and 100 % o f those in large school districts indicated that
the school staff could identify low school interest and academic performance.
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Table 14
School Staff Readiness
Elements__________________________________________ # of ves cases________________ %

8a-Staff Identification of Early Warning Signs
Social Withdrawal

166

90%

Isolation

158

86%

Violence Victim

153

83%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

175

95%

Violence

172

95%

Anger

172

94%

Drug Abuse

133

72%

Discipline Problems

177

96%

Social Withdrawal

150

82%

Isolation

144

78%

Violence Victim

150

82%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

166

90%

Violence

161

88%

Anger

159

86%

Drug Abuse

135

73%

Discipline Problems

168

91%

10a-Staff Understanding of Early Intervention

161

93%

14a-Staff Understanding of Crisis Response

167

94%

17a-StafT Ability to Respond in the Aftermath

145

80%

18a-StafT Knowledge and Readiness

131

73%

9a-Response to Early Warning Signs
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Eighty-six percent o f the principals in small school districts, 95% o f those in medium
school districts, and 97% of those in large school districts indicated that the school
staff could identify violence. Eighty-two percent o f the principals in small school
districts, 95% of those in medium school districts, and 100% o f those in large school
districts indicated that the school staff could identify anger. Fifty-four percent of the
principals in small school districts, 73% o f those in medium school districts, and
82% o f those in large school districts indicated that the school staff could identify
drug abuse. Eighty-nine percent o f the principals in small school districts, 97% of
those in medium school districts, and 100 % o f those in large school districts
indicated that the school staff could identify discipline problems ( 8 a) (see Tables 15,
16, and 17).
The percentages of principals, regardless o f size o f district, who indicated
that the school staff were able to respond to the early warning signs varied across
warning signs, ranging from 73% per element to 91% per element (9a). Specifically,
the percentages were social withdrawal (82%), isolation (78%), violence victim
(82%), low social interest and academic performance (90%), violence ( 88 %), anger
(86 %), drug abuse (73%), and discipline problems (91%) (see Table 14).
When investigated by school district size, 75% o f the principals in small
school districts, 81% o f those in medium school districts, and 90% of those in large
school districts indicated that the school staff could respond to social withdrawal.
Sixty-eight percent of the principals in small school districts, 77% of those in
medium school districts, and 93% o f those in large school districts indicated that the

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

77

Table 15
School Staff Readiness bv Small School Districts

Elements_______________________________________# of ves cases________________ %
8a-Staff Identification of Early Warning Signs
Social Withdrawal

22

79%

Isolation

20

71%

Violence Victim

21

75%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

24

86%

Violence

24

86%

Anger

23

82%

Drug Abuse

15

54%

Discipline Problems

25

89%

Social Withdrawal

21

75%

Isolation

19

68%

Violence Victim

19

68%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

23

82%

Violence

19

68%

Anger

19

68%

Drug Abuse

16

57%

Discipline Problems

22

79%

lOa-StafT Understanding of Early Intervention

23

92%

14a-Staff Understanding of Crisis Response

25

93%

17a-Staff Ability to Respond in the Aftermath

21

78%

18a-Staff Knowledge and Readiness

15

58%

9a-Response to Early Warning Signs
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Table 16
School Staff Readiness by Medium School Districts

Elements_____________________________________ # of ves cases_________________ %
8a-Staff Identification of Early Warning Signs
Social Withdrawal

116

91%

Isolation

110

87%

Violence Victim

107

84%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

122

96%

Violence

120

95%

Anger

120

95%

93

73%

123

97%

102

81%

97

77%

Violence Victim

103

82%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

114

91%

Violence

112

89%

Anger

110

87%

89

71%

116

92%

lOa-Staff Understanding of Early Intervention

110

91%

14a-StafT Understanding of Crisis Response

116

94%

17a-Staff Ability to Respond in the Aftermath

99

78%

18a-Staff Knowledge and Readiness

92

73%

Drug Abuse
Discipline Problems
9a-Response to Early Warning Signs
Social Withdrawal
Isolation

Drug Abuse
Discipline Problems
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Table 17
School Staff Readiness bv Large School Districts
Elements

%

# of ves cases

8a-Staff Identification of Eariy Warning Signs
Social Withdrawal

28

97%

Isolation

28

97%

Violence Victim

25

86%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

29

100%

Violence

28

97%

Anger

29

100%

Drug Abuse

25

82%

Discipline Problems

29

100%

Social Withdrawal

27

90%

Isolation

28

93%

Violence Victim

28

93%

Low School Interest/Academic Performance

29

97%

Violence

30

100%

Anger

30

100%

Drug Abuse

30

100%

Discipline Problems

30

100%

lOa-Staff Understanding of Early Intervention

28

100%

14a-StafT Understanding of Crisis Response

26

100%

17a-Staff Ability to Respond in the Aftermath

25

89%

18a-Staff Knowledge and Readiness

24

86%

9a-Response to Early Warning Signs
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school staff could respond to isolation. Sixty-eight percent o f the principals in small
school districts, 82% of those in medium school districts, and 93% o f those in large
school districts indicated that the school staff could respond to a violence victim.
Eighty-two percent of the principals in small school districts, 91% of those in
medium school districts, and 97% o f those in large school districts indicated that the
school staff could respond to low school interest and academic performance. Sixtyeight percent of the principals in small school districts, 89% o f those in medium
school districts, and 100 % of those in large school districts indicated that the school
staff could respond to violence. Sixty-eight percent of the principals in small school
districts, 87% of those in medium school districts, and 100% of those in large school
districts indicated that the school staff could respond to anger. Fifty-seven percent of
the principals in small school districts, 71% o f those in medium school districts, and
100 % of those in large school districts indicated that the school staff could respond

to drug abuse. Seventy-nine percent o f the principals in small school districts, 92%
of those in medium school districts, and 100 % of those in large school districts
indicated that the school staff could respond to discipline problems (9a) (see Tables
15, 16 and 17).
Ninety-three percent of the respondents indicated that their school staff
understood the principles o f early intervention (10a) (see Table 14). When
investigated by school district size, 92% o f the principals in small school districts,
91% o f those in medium school districts, and 100% of those in large school districts
indicated that the staff understood the principles o f early intervention (see Tables 15,
16, and 17).
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Ninety-four percent of the respondents indicated that the school staff
understood crisis response (14a) (see Table 14). When investigated by school
district size, 93% of the principals in small school districts, 94% o f those in medium
school districts, and 100 % of those in large school districts indicated that the staff
understood crisis response (see Tables 15, 16, and 17).
Eighty percent of the respondents indicated that the school staff knew how
to respond in the aftermath of a crisis (17a) (see Table 14). When investigated by
school district size, 78% of the principals in small school districts, 78% o f those in
medium school districts, and 89% o f those in large school districts indicated that the
staff knew how to respond in the aftermath o f a crisis (see Tables 15, 16, and 17).
Seventy-three percent of the respondents indicated that the school staff had
the knowledge and readiness to address a violent incident (18a) (see Table 14).
When investigated by school district size, 58% o f the principals in small school
districts, 73% o f those in medium school districts, and 86 % of those in large school
districts perceived that their school staff had the knowledge and readiness to address
a violent incident (see Tables 15, 16, and 17).
The respondents indicated that the use o f response strategies varied across
strategies. These response strategies included: a school counselor (93%), community
counselors (51%), psychiatrists (31%), psychologists (65%), social workers (55%),
ministers (64%), an assembly to discuss the incident (54%), counselors in classrooms
(87%), counseling groups (80%), student groups (80%), parent groups (55%), staff
groups (73%), and the placing of students on temporary crisis intervention in the
Special Education Program (38%) (see Table 18).
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Table 18

Response Strategies Used bv Schools
Response
School Counselor

# yes
(total)
172

%

%

93%

# yes
(small)
21

75%

# yes
(med)
124

%

%

98%

# yes
(large)
27

90%

Community Counselor

95

51%

7

25%

66

52%

22

73%

Psychiatrists

58

31%

5

18%

43

34%

10

33%

Psychologists

121

65%

14

56%

80

63%

27

90%

Social Workers

102

55%

11

39%

73

57%

18

60%

Ministers

118

64%

20

71%

90

71%

8

27%

Assemblies

100

54%

14

50%

70

56%

16

53%

Counselor/Classroom

161

87%

23

82%

109

86%

29

97%

Groups/Counseling

148

80%

24

86%

98

77%

26

87%

Groups/Students

149

80%

26

93%

96

76%

27

90%

Groups/Parents

102

55%

14

50%

66

52%

22

73%

Groups/Staff

135

73%

14

50%

94

74%

27

90%

70

38%

8

21%

47

37%

17

57%

Special Education
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When investigated by school district size, the principals responding
indicated that the use o f response strategies varied across strategies. Seventy-five
percent o f the principals in small school districts, 98% o f those in medium school
districts, and 90% of those in large school districts indicated the use o f a school
counselor. Twenty-five percent o f the principals in small school districts, 52% of
those in medium school districts, and 73% o f those in large school districts indicated
the use of the community counselor. Fifty-six percent o f the principals in small
school districts, 63% of those in medium school districts, and 90% o f those in large
school districts indicated the use of psychologists. Seventy-one percent o f the
principals in small school districts, 71% o f those in medium school districts, and
27% o f those in large school districts indicated the use o f ministers. Twenty-one
percent of the principals in small school districts, 37% o f those in medium school
districts, and 57% of those in large districts indicated the use of Special Education
(see Table 18).
Research Question Six
How is the importance of a crisis management plan related to Nebraska
elementary school principals’ views on their school staffs’ readiness to prevent or
respond to a violent incident occurring in their building? This question was
answered using survey questions 8 a, 9a, 10a, 13a, 17a, and 18a, and t-tests.
The first independent variable was the staffs’ ability or inability to identify
early warning signs ( 8 a). The dependent variable was the mean o f the
importance items. There was no statistically significant difference on mean
importance scores for the 175 principals who reported that their staff could identify
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early warning signs (M = 4.47, SD = .79) and the 9 principals who reported that their
staff could not identify early warning signs (M = 4.39, SD = .71) (t(182) = .33,
p = .741, two-tailed).
The second independent variable was the school stafFs ability or inability
to respond to early warning signs (9a). The dependent variable was the mean o f the
importance items. There was no statistically significant difference on mean
importance scores for the 163 principals who reported that their staff had the ability
to respond to early warning signs (M = 4.51, SD = .72) and the 19 principals who
reported that their staff did not have the ability to respond to early warning signs
(M = 4.31, SD = .97) (t(180) = 1.14, p = .256, two-tailed).
The third independent variable was the school stafFs ability or inability to
understand the principles o f early intervention (10a). The dependent variable was the
mean o f the importance items. There was no statistically significant difference on
mean importance scores for the 161 principals who reported that their staff had the
ability to understand the principles o f early intervention (M = 4.51, SD = .73) and the
13 principals who reported that their staff did not have the ability to understand the
principles of early intervention (M = 4.12, SD = .97) (t(172) = 1.81,
P

= .071, two-tailed).
The fourth independent variable was the school stafFs ability or inability

to know how to respond in the aftermath of a crisis (17a). The dependent variable
was the mean o f the importance items. There was no statistically significant
difference on mean importance scores for the 145 principals who reported that their
staff had the ability to know how to respond in the aftermath o f a crisis (M = 4.46,
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SD = .83) and the 37 principals who reported that their staff did not have the ability
to know how to respond in the aftermath o f a crisis (M = 4.50, SD = .56)
(t(180) = -.32, p = .746, two-tailed).
The fifth independent variable was the school staffs knowledge and
readiness to address a violent incident or lack thereof (18a). The dependent variable
was the mean of the importance items. There was no statistically significant
difference on mean importance scores for the 131 principals who reported that their
staff had the knowledge and readiness to address a violent incident (M = 4.48, SD =
.85) and the 49 principals who reported that their staff did not have the knowledge
and readiness to address a violent incident (M = 4.43, £D = .59 ) (t(178) = .38,
p = .704, two-tailed).
The sixth independent variable was response strategies or lack of response
strategies used by school staff (13a). The dependent variable was the mean o f the
importance items. There was no statistically significant difference on mean
importance scores for the 182 principals who reported that their school staff used
response strategies (M = 4.47, SD = .79) and the 3 principals who reported that their
staff did not use response strategies (M = 4.35, £D = .42) (t(183) = .26,
P

= .793, two-tailed).

Research Question Seven
Is the perceived importance o f a crisis management plan related to school
district size? A one-way analysis o f variance (ANOVA) was employed to determine
if the perceived importance of crisis management plans differed significantly among
principals of schools from difference size districts. The independent variable was
school district size, small, medium, or large. The dependent variable was the mean
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of the important items. The results o f the ANOVA indicated that there was no
statistically significant difference in perceived importance o f crisis management
plans among principals from different size districts (F(2,182) = 2.71, g =.069).
Principals from small, medium, and large school districts perceived a crisis
management plan as very to extremely important (see Table 19).
Research Question Eight
According to Nebraska elementary school principals, how does the past
history of a violent incident relate to the importance o f a crisis management plan?
This question was answered using a t-test.
The independent variable was past history o f violence, or no past history
of violence. The dependent variable was the mean o f the importance items. There
was no statistically significant difference on mean importance scores for the 92
principals who reported a past history of violence (M = 4.61, SD = .73) and the 9
principals who reported no past history o f violence (M = 4.20, SD = .6 6 )
(t(99) = 1.60, g = .113, two-tailed).
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Table 19

One-Way Analysis of Variance for Importance of Crisis Management Plans by School District

Size
Groun

n

Mean

SD_

Group 1-Small

27

4.49

.56

129

4.40

.88

29

4.77

.28

Group 2-Medium
Group 3-Large
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Chapter 5
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction
The focus o f this quantitative study was on Nebraska elementary school
principals and their perceptions o f the importance o f crisis management plans and
their staff readiness to handle a crisis situation. A random sample o f 300 principals,
stratified by school district size, was selected to receive surveys. Demographic data
on gender, age, years o f experience, and degree o f the principals were collected.
Data were gather via a survey instrument. The survey included 21 questions, most of
which were derived from the U.S. Department o f Education (1998) publication,
Early Warning, Timely Response: A Guide to Safe Schools. A total o f 188 principals
returned surveys for a return rate o f 63%. Statistical analyses included descriptive
statistics, t-tests, and ANOVAs.
Results Summary
Research Question 1. According to Nebraska elementary school
principals, to what extent are crisis management plans in place? According to
Decker (1997), as crisis situations continue to rise, mandatory school district policies
must continue to change and emphasize preparation for a multitude o f potential
school crises. Every school building needs to develop a practical and workable
safety and crisis management plan to ensure the safety and welfare o f every student.
This study indicated that 91% of the respondents reported having written policies
that defined a reasoned and professional course o f action to take during a crisis, and
92% reported having over all crisis management plans. Serafin (1990) reported that
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schools are responsible for the protection and safety o f their students. Planning and
preventing injuries might keep schools from being found liable in court. When
examined by school district size, 79% o f the respondents in small districts, 93% o f
the respondents in medium school districts, and 100 % of the respondents in large
school districts reported having crisis management plans. Johnson and Matczynski
(1993) stated that preplanning for any given crisis situation, school district policies,
and the successful implementation o f a crisis management plan will help decrease
harm to students, confusion, and legal liability.
Research Question 2. According to Nebraska elementary school
principals, what elements should be included in an elementary school building crisis
management plan? Elements that were surveyed included:
S

written policies,

S

crisis plan,

S

crisis team,

S

active crisis response team,

S

responsive and safe school,

S

identification of early warning signs,

S

staff identification o f early warning signs,

S

response to early warning signs,

S

staff understanding of early intervention,

S

students at risk, severe behavior problems,

S

strategies for early intervention,

s

staff understanding o f crisis response,
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■S safety procedures for crisis situation,
S

crisis follow-up,

S

staff ability to respond in the aftermath o f a crisis, and

v' staff knowledge and readiness.
The percentages o f principals that agreed an element should be included in
a crisis management plan varied across the elements. When investigated by school
district size, the percentages of the principals that agreed an element should be
included in a crisis management plan varied across the small, medium, and large
districts surveyed. The percentages of the following elements were lower for schools
of small school districts: identification and response to drug abuse, partnerships with
home and community, crisis follow-up with the use of parents and social workers,
and staff knowledge and readiness. This would imply that schools in small districts
are less prepared to identify and respond to drug abuse incidents. Schools of small
school districts are less likely to have a partnership with home and community, and
their school staffs have less knowledge and readiness to respond to a crisis situation.
The data indicated that schools from all size districts did not use outside resources
for crisis follow-up.
A guide developed by the United States Department o f Education in 1998
provided an action-planning checklist that could be adapted into characteristics of an
effective crisis management plan. The checklist included the following:
S

descriptions of the “early warning signs” o f potentially violent behavior,

S

procedures for identifying children who exhibit these signs,

S

descriptions of effective prevention practices the school community has
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undertaken to build a foundation that is responsive to all children and enhances
the effectiveness of interventions,
S

the descriptions of intervention strategies the school community can use to help
troubled children, and

S

a crisis intervention plan that includes immediate responses for imminent
warning signs and violent behavior, as well as a contingency plan to be used in
the aftermath, (p. 23)
Research Question 3. According to Nebraska elementary school principals,

what is the perceived importance o f the elements of a crisis management plan? O f
the principals responding, 62% indicated written policies were extremely important.
When investigated by school district size, 46% of the principals from small school
districts, 62% of the principals from medium school districts, and 76% o f the
principals from large school districts indicated that written policies were extremely
important. This would imply that principals o f schools in small school districts were
less likely to perceive the elements o f a crisis management plan as important when
compared to the perception given by principals of schools in medium and large
school districts.
Research Questions 4. According to Nebraska elementary school
principals, what are their views o f the likelihood of a violent incident occurring in
their school building? According to Kopka (1997), school violence is a growing
problem; schools are no longer a safe haven for children. Identified by the federal
government as one of the nation’s leading public health problems, violence does not
stop at any school’s front door. The U. S. Department of Education (1997) indicated
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that 45% o f elementary schools reported one or more violent incidents. The results
o f this research study indicated a violent death occurred within the community
served by 15% of the principals responding to the survey. According to the U.S.
Department of Education (1997), elementary schools reported lower rates o f physical
attacks, fights with a weapon, and robbery when compared with middle schools and
high schools. This research study indicated that the following incidents were
perceived as a minor problem in Nebraska’s elementary schools: physical conflicts
(60%), incidents involving weapons (17%), and theft (33%).
According to the U. S. Department o f Education (1997), city schools
reported a much higher ratio of violence than those in towns, with 95 incidents per
100,000 students, compared with 28 incidents per 100,000 students attending schools

in towns. In this research study, 4% o f the principals in small Nebraska school
districts, 2% o f the principals in medium Nebraska school districts, and 10% o f the
principals in large Nebraska school districts indicated a violent death as a problem in
their community. This research study would support that schools in large school
districts have higher incidents o f violent deaths.
Fifty-six percent of the principals responding to the survey indicated that
an accidental death was likely to occur in a Nebraska elementary school or district.
The results might imply that if a death were to occur in an elementary school,
principals would perceive that it would most likely be caused accidentally.
Principals, as a percentage o f respondents, indicated that after an accidental death,
the most common school site death might be health-related death (32%), suicide
(31%), and a violent death (15%). These results might imply that Nebraska
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elementary school principals perceived that they have more health-related deaths
than violent deaths. According to the federal government’s first published report on
school-related violent deaths, which appeared in the June 12, 1996, Journal o f the
American Medical Association, 105 people died at schools or during associated
activities from 1992 to 1994. Eighty percent o f the deaths were homicides; the rest
were suicides. Seventy-six of the victims were students; 12 were school staff
members, and the rest were not associated with the school (Kachur et al., 1996).
This is a relatively small percentage considering the number o f schools across the
nation, although even one death is too many. It is not contradictory to say that
despite the presence o f violence and the threat to personal safety that hovers over
schools, schools are still, for many children, the safest place in their lives (Curcio &
First, 1993).
Research Question 5. According to Nebraska elementary school
principals, what are their views o f their school staff readiness to prevent or respond
to a violent incident occurring in their school building? According to Slenkovich
(1986), it is a legal obligation o f the school districts to ensure that competent staff
members are prepared to handle crisis situations. Harris (1990) stated that with the
increasing violence of today, it is necessary to have a safety and crisis management
team in place that is competent, capable, and adequately prepared to handle an
emergency situation. According to Kelly et al. (1989), Serafin (1990), and Vidal
(1989), an in-house crisis team can be very effective. Because the building faculty
are already there, it is beneficial to have them trained and ready to respond. The
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crisis response team is one o f the most effective tactics a school or community can
use and have available.
The results of this study indicated that 94% o f the Nebraska elementary
school principals responding to the survey perceived that their staff had the
understanding of crisis response, 80% o f the principals perceived that their staff had
the ability to respond in the aftermath o f a crisis, and 73% o f the principals perceived
that their staff had the knowledge and readiness to handle a crisis situation.
However, when investigated by school district size, 58% o f the principals in small
school districts, 73% o f the principals in medium school districts, and 8 6 % o f the
principals in large school districts indicated that their school staff had the knowledge
and readiness to address a violent incident. These results might imply that the staff in
small school districts are less prepared to handle a crisis situation than staff in
medium and large school districts.
The results of this study also indicated that only 54% o f the Nebraska
elementary school principals o f schools in small districts perceived that their school
staff could identify drug abuse, as compared to 73% o f the principals in medium
school districts and 82% of the principals in large school districts. These results
might imply that the staff in small school districts are less prepared to identify
students with drug abuse problems.
Research Question 6 . How does the perceived importance o f a crisis
management plan relate to the Nebraska elementary school principals’ views on their
school staffs’ readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring in their
building? There was no statistically significant difference between the Nebraska
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elementary principals’ perceived importance o f a crisis management plan and school
staff ability to identify and respond to early warning signs, staff ability to understand
the principles of early intervention, staff ability to respond in the aftermath o f a
crisis, staff knowledge and readiness to address a violent incident, and staff use o f
response strategies. This would imply that the principals of Nebraska elementary
schools perceived that crisis management plans are extremely important even if their
staff do not have the readiness to prevent or respond to a violent incident occurring
in their building.
Research Question 7. Is the perceived importance o f a crisis management
plan related to school district size? This study indicated that there was no
statistically significant difference in perceived importance o f crisis management
plans among principals from different size districts. This would imply that principals
from all districts, small, medium, and large, perceived a crisis management plan as
very to extremely important.
Research Question 8 . According to Nebraska elementary school
principals, how does the past history o f a violent incident relate to the importance of
a crisis management plan? This study indicated that there was no statistically
significant difference between the Nebraska elementary school principals’ perceived
importance of crisis management plans and a past history of violence. This would
imply that Nebraska elementary school principals perceived crisis management plans
as important, even if they had no past history o f violence.
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Recommendations for Practice
Based on the findings and conclusions o f this study, the following
recommendations for practice are made:
1. All elementary schools should have a crisis management plan, regardless o f size,
location, or frequency of incidents.
2. A comprehensive crisis management plan should include a plan o f action for all
crisis situations that could possibly affect the school and school district.
3. All building staff should know how to respond to and address a violent incident.
4. Training of staff members for a crisis management team and active response
team is essential. Staff development for other faculty and staff members not on
the crisis team is needed to familiarize them with the school’s basic crisis
management plan and procedures.
5. In schools and school districts where crisis management plans are not used,
presentations should be made at board meetings and administrative meetings to
disseminate the information that crisis management plans are important and
essential.
Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, the following
recommendations for further research emerged:
1. Because this study indicated that the schools in small districts appeared to
be less prepared to respond to a crisis, a study that focuses on these schools
should be conducted.
2. This study should be replicated with middle schools and high schools to compare
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the results o f the elementary schools to the middle schools and high schools.
3. Teachers should be administered this survey to determine if there are
differences in how teachers perceive the crisis management characteristics and
crisis management plans, when compared to administrators.
4. A follow-up study should be conducted in 5 years. The study should
determine if crisis management characteristics and crisis management plans, as
perceived by Nebraska elementary school principals, have changed.
5. Additional studies should be conducted to determine how school systems have
developed prevention, intervention, and post-intervention programs.
6 . Additional studies should be conducted to determine how the community could

become more directly involved with prevention, intervention, and postintervention crisis management programs.
7. This study should be replicated with an interview instrument to gain in-depth
information about the problems and violence occurring in schools.
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Appendix A
March 31, 2000

Dear Elementary School Principal,

The characteristics that are needed to develop an elementary school
crisis management plan have been discussed more intensely with the
increase of violence in the schools.
As a University of Nebraska
doctoral candidate, under the supervision of my advisor, Dr. Jill
Russell, I am conducting research on the characteristics of crisis
management plans in elementary schools as perceived by Nebraska
public school principals.
You are invited to participate by completing the enclosed survey,
which is being sent to a random sample of public elementary school
principals in Nebraska.
Please respond to all items on the enclosed
survey according to the instructions.
As the prompt return of your
survey is important to the outcome of the study, I am asking that
you take a few minutes of your time to complete this form and
provide me with valuable information that may aid principals and
schools in crisis management plans.
When you are finished with the
survey, please return it in the enclosed stamped, self-addressed
envelope.
Please return the survey by April 12, 2000.
Your participation in the study is voluntary.
Be assured that your
answers will be kept confidential, and coding is for the purpose of
follow-up only.
Your consent to participate is implied by the
return of the completed survey.
Your response is important, as the results of the study will be made
available to the school administrators of Nebraska.
Thank you very
much for your time and assistance with this research study.
Sincerely,

Linda Christensen
Doctoral Candidate
Educational Administration
University of Nebraska
4217 N. 164th Street
Omaha, NE 68116

Dr. Jill Russell, Advisor
Educational Administration
University of Nebraska

This study is done under the direction and with the approval of the
student's doctoral committee at the University of Nebraska.
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Dace

A Reminder.. .
If you have not already returned the survey.I sent you a week ago,
would you please take a few minutes now to fill it out?
Enclosed is
another survey if yours is misplaced.
It's not too late, and your
response is important.
...and a Thank you
If you have returned the survey, I want to thank you again for your
cooperation.
Linda Christensen
4217 N. 164th Street
Omaha, NE 68116
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Survey Directions: For questions 1-17 please answer the (a) questions
by circling yes or no, answer the (b! questions by circling the
importance, S-extremely important, 4-being very important, 3-important,
2-somewhat important, and 1-not important.
For questions 18-22 please
check or circle all chat apply.
1-not important
2 -some what important
3-important
4-verv important
5-extremely important
Questions Is: Does your school have written policies that
define a reasoned and professional course of action to
take during a crisis?
Yes
no
(If no crisis plan please answer the rest of the survey to
the best of your ability)
lb. The importance of these policies,

Question 2a:
2b.

1

Does your school have an over all crisis plan?

The importance of having a crisis plan.

The importance of having a crisis team.

1

The importance of the crisis response team.

Question 5a:
The district
5b.

4

3

4

Yes
1

2

5

nc
3

4

Yes
1

S

r.o

2

Questions 4a: Does your school have an active crisis
response team?
4b.

3

Yes

Question 3a: Does your school have a crisis team,
(Staff members trained in crisis management)?
3b.

?

2

5

r.o
3

4

5

Your school's crisis plan is written by:
The school

The importance of a district or school crisis plan.

1 2

2

4

Question 6a: Which of the following responsive and
safe school characteristics does your school have?
A focus on academic achievement
Involvement of families
links to the community
Treatment of equal respect
Feelings and concerns are expressed openly
6b.

The importance being responsive to all children.

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
1
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2

nc
no
nc
no
no
3

4

.L-not important

2-some what important
3-important
4-very important
5-extremely important
Question 7a: Which of the following steps has youz
school taken to ensure understanding of the principles
underlying the identification of early warning signs?
Social withdrawal
Isolation
Violence victim
Low school interest and low academic performance
Violent
Anger
Drug abuse
Discipline problems
7b.

110
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

no
no
no
no
no
no
no
no

The importance of understanding early warning signs.

Question 8a: Can your school staff identify the
following early warning signs?
Social withdrawal
Isolation
Violence victim
Low school interest and low academic performance
Violent
Anger
Drug abuse
Discipline problems

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

8b.

1

The importance of identifying early warning signs.

no
no
no
no
no
no
no
no
3

2

Question 9a: Zs your school staff able to respond to the
following early warning signs?
Social withdrawal
Isolation
Violence victim
Low school interest and low academic performance
Violent
Anger
Drug abuse
Discipline problems

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

no
no
no
no
no
no
no
no

Yes

no

9b. The importance of being able to respond to early
warning signs.

Question 10a: Does your school staff understand the
principles of early intervention?
10b.
The importance of understanding the principles of
early intervention.

1

2

(over)
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3

1-not important
2-some what important
3-impoctant
4-very important
5-extremely important
Question 11a: Does your school staff maJce early
Intervention available for students at risk of
behavioral problems?

no

Yes

lib. The Importance of making early Intervention
available to students at risk of behavior problems.

Question 12a: Does your school staff provide
individualized, intensive interventions for students
with severe behavior problems?

Yes

12b. The importance of providing individualized, intensive
interventions for students with severe behavior problems.

i

r.o

l

l

Question 13a: Does your school have the following
schoolwide prevention strategies in place to support early
intervention?
An established partnership with the child
school
home
community
Inform parents
Maintain confidentiality and privacy rights
Interventions are available

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

no
no
no
no
no
no
no

Coordination of services
Simple staff requests for assistance

yes
yes

no
no

13b. The importance of schoolwide prevention
strategies that support early warning intervention.

Question 14a: Does your school staff understand
crisis response?
Yes

14b.

The importance of understanding crisis response.

nc

-

Question 15a: Does your school have procedures for
Intervening during a crisis to ensure safety?
yes
15b. The importance of procedures for intervening
during a crisis to ensure safety.
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1-not important
2-some what importar.3-iraportant
4-very important
5-exremely important
Question 16: Follow up of individuals after crisis situations are
handled by: (circled all that apply)
1. Counselors
2. Parents
3. Psychologists
4. Teachers
5. Social
workers
6. others

Question 17a: Does your school staff know how to
respond in the aftermath of a crisis?

Yes

no

17b.
The importance of knowing how to respond
after a crisis.
1

2

Question 18a: Does your school staff have the knowledge
and readiness to address a violent incident?
18b.
The importance of having the knowledge and readiness
to address a violent incident.
1

3

4

yes

2

Question 19:
Please indicate kinds of response strategies
used by your school.
(Check all that apply).
use of a school counselor
use of community counselors
use of psychiatrists
use of psychologists
use of social workers
use of ministers
call an assembly to discuss the incident
have counselors go into classrooms
hold special group counseling sessions
students

3
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parents

staff
place students on temporary crisis intervention in the Special
Education Program.

(over)

no

113
Question 20: Please indicate the type and the frequency of the
following that may have occurred in your school and district within the
last 2 years.
Incident
Number

Present
Present
Previous
District_____ School_____ School/District

_murder
_accidental death
_suicide
_health related death
_violent death or incident
e.g. gunshot, gang activity
Question 21: Circle the number indicating to what extent, if any of the
following has been a problem in your school.
Not a Problem
Incident
a. Student tardiness
b. Student absenteeism/
Class cutting
c. Physical conflicts
among students
d. Robbery or theft of
items over $10
e. Vandalism of school
property
f. Student alcohol use
g. Student drug use
h. Sale of drugs on school
grounds
i. Student tobacco use
j . Student possession of
weapons
k . Trespassing
1. Verbal abuse of teachers
m. Physical abuse of teachers
n . Teacher absenteeism
o. Teacher alcohol or drug use
p . Racial tensions
q . Gangs
r . Murder
s. Accidental death
t. Suicide
u. Health related death
v. Violent death or incident
e.g. gunshot, gang activity

Minor

2

Moderate
3
3

2

3

2

3

2
2
2

3
3
3

2
2

3
3

2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

2

2
2
2
2
2

2
2
2

2
2
2
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Appendix C

Demographic Information
1. Size o f school_________
2. Size o f school district

3. Grades in school

Class
Class
Class
Class
Class

1______
2______
3______
4______
5______

K .-6*_
K -S *

K - n 54. Age o f Principal

5. Gender: Male

30 or less_
31-40
41-50_______
51-60_______
more than 60
Female

6. Number o f years employed as an administrator
1 year or less____________
More than 1 year, but less than or equal to 3 years__
More than 3 years, but less than or equal to 6 years_
More than 6 years, but less than or equal to 10 years
More than 10 years______________
7. Highest Degree Held
M.A.____
M .S.____
Specialist____
Ed.D______
Ph.D______
Other

(over)
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From: "Summers, David" <David_Summers@ed. gov>
To: " \" L in d a K. C h r i s t e n s e n V " <lkc hris @ op s .o rg >
S u b j e c t : RE: Early warning c h e c k l i s t

Appendix D

Ms. C hris te ns e n,
Because the document i s a f e d e r a l document, i t e x i s t s in the pu bl ic
domain, and you may reproduce any and a l l o f i t however you'd l i k e .
Good Luck!!
Dave Summers

Reply Se pa ra to r
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Action Planning Checklist
Prevention-lntervention-Crisis Response
A

W hat To Look For— Key C h a ra cteristics o f Responsive a n d S a fe Schools
Does my school have characteristics that:
A rc r e s p o n s iv e to all children'*

A

W hat To L ook For— E arly W arning S ig n s o f Violence
Has my school taken steps to ensure that all staff, students, a n d f a m i l i e s
U n d e r s t a n d t h e p r in c ip le s u n d e r ly i n g th e id e n t ific a tio n ol' early w a r n in g s i g n s 0
K n o w h o w to id e n t if y and r e s p o n d to im m in e n t w a r n in g signs'*
A re a b le to id e n t if y ea rly w a r n in g s i g n s 0

A

W hat To Do— In te rve n tio n : G ettin g H elp f o r Troubled C h ild ren
Does my school:
_

U n d e r s t a n d th e p r in c ip le s u n d e r ly i n g i n t e r v e n t i o n 0
M a k e early i n t e r v e n t i o n a v a ila b le for s t u d e n t s at risk o f b e h a v io r a l p r o b le m s ’
P r o v id e in d iv id u a l iz e d , in t e n s iv e i n t e r v e n t i o n s for st u d e n ts w it h s e v e r e b e h a v io r a l p ro b lem s'’
H a v e s c h o o l w i d e p r e v e n tiv e s t r a te g ie s in p la c e that su pport early i n t e r v e n t i o n 0

A

W hat To Do— C risis Response
Does my school:
U n d e r s ta n d th e p rin c ip le s u n d e r ly i n g crisis r e s p o n s e 0
H a v e a p r o c e d u r e for in t e r v e n in g d u r in g a c r is is to en su r e safety'°
K now h o w to r e s p o n d m the a fte r m a th of tr ag ed y ’

►►►
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March 31, 2 0 0 0

Linda K. C hristensen
c/o Dr. Jill R u ssell, 2 0 8 Kayser Hall
Educational Administration
UNO - Via Courier
IRB#: 1 4 2 -0 0 -E X
TITLE OF PR O T O C O L : C r is is M a n a g e m e n t P la n C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s in E l e m e n t a r y
S c h o o l s a s P e r c e i v e d bv N e b r a s k a P u b li c S c h o o l P r in c ip a ls

D ear Ms. C hristensen:
T he IRB h a s review ed your Exem ption Form for tne above-titled resea rch project.
A ccording to the information provided, this project is exem pt under 45 CFR 4 6 :1 0 1 b ,
category 2. You are therefore authorized to b egin the research.
It is understood this project will b e con d u cted in full accordance with all apolicable se c tio n s
of the IRB Guidelines. It is also understood that the IRB will be im m ediately notified of any
p rop osed c h a n g e s that may affect th e exem p t statu s cf your research project.
P le a s e be advised that the IRB has a maxim um protocol approval period of five y ears from
the original date of approval and r e le a s e . If this study continues b eyon d the five year
approval period, the project m ust b e resubm itted in order to maintain an active approval
status.
Sincereiy.

Ernest 0 . Prentice, Ph.D
Co-Chair. IRB
EDP/kje

len-asKi—..ncoin 'jnive'Stfy at Necras*a Mocicai

Zw e' unive'Sif/ci Neora?*! aiC-nana „rtvi*rvt.. c ’ N ec'Jsxa a:
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